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Spencer and Mill. 


The reaction to Idealism came from analytic philosophy and was birthed by G. E, Moore 
(1878—1958), British moralist philosopher and idealist becoming an advocate of common sense 
reality) and along with Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Gottlob Frege. This new 
perspective was more concerned with the analysis of particular concepts and notions rather than the 
descriptions of these ideas. These analytics attempted to understand the discussions pertaining to the 
world and determine if this talk was philosophic or scientific. Thus, it became obvious and inevitable 
that analytic philosophy would be preoccupied itself with language. 


The Linguistic Turn 


Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore were reputed leaders in the analytic movement. Russell 
and Alfred North Whitehead wrote Principia Mathematica, showing how all math could be reduced 
to logic. Russell favored a more atomic and mathematical approach to solving philosophical 
problems which involved an ideal language. Moore, along with Ludwig Wittgenstein believed that 
ordinary language could handle the problems. Hence, linguistic analysis branched off at this point. 
Other early ordinary language philosophers included J. L. Austin and Gilbert Ryle. Of course, the 
later Wittgenstein (in his Philosophical Investigations) became a prime influence in the movement. 
However, the earlier logical positivists were occupied with empirical verification of the meaning of 
sentences. 


The Logical Positivism Sidetrack 


Logical positivism was given its name in 1931 by Albert E. Blumberg (1906-1997), 
American philosopher and political activist and Herbert Feigl (1902-1988), Austrian philosopher, 
put forward a set of philosophical notions to the Vienna Circle. Their intension was to continue the 
nineteenth century Viennese empirical tradition which was scientifically oriented and has abandoned 
metaphysic. Ludwig Wittgenstein (see below) and Karl Popper (1902-1994), Austro-British 
philosopher, and philosopher of science, though not members of the Circle, had numerous 
conversations with its members. It was Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-philosophicus that had a 
profound influence on discussions within the group. The Circle assigned to Wittgenstein the 
“verification principles” where the meaning of a proposition is identical with the method for its 
verification. It was a proposition that had a set of experiences which together are equivalent to the 
truth of the proposition. However, the positivist did not yield his ideal regarding tautologies. In 1928, 
the Ernst Mach Society (named after Verein Ernst Mach) was established by the Circle in order to 
propagate scientific inquiry that would create the intellectual means of modern empiricism. In the 
following year, a manifesto called “The Scientific World View: The Vienna Circle” was established. 
It traced the teachings of the Circle back to positivists, such as David Hume and Mach, the scientific 
methodologists of Helmholtz, Poincare, Duhem, and Einstein. It recognized logicians from Leibniz to 
Bertrand Russell (see below) and the utilitarian moralists from Epicurus to Mill. It even included the 
socialists such as Ludwig Feuerbach, Karl Marx, Herbert Spencer, and Karl Menger. 


The international affiliates where expanding into America (C. W. Morris), Great Britain 
(Stebbing, Wisdom, Ryle, Ayer), France (Rougier, Vouillemin), Scandinavia (Kaila, Naess, Petzall, 
Jorgensen), Poland, (Tarski), and Germany (Scholz). 


The Sequential Development of Analytical Philosophy 


Stage One: Pioneered by Moore and Russell, focuses on realism and analysis. This stage 
sought clear and simple answers that could be derived from questioned that were posed very 
precisely. This may require reformulating and clarification of the question and answer in order to 
achieve some plain and simple understanding. 


Stage Two: Russell worked on this stage where he constructed formal language which carried 
the label “logical atomism.” Basically, logical atomism was to reflect the configuration of the world 
to a grammatical structure that could precisely put world to what was observed. In this stage there 
was the development of symbolic logic that had a relation to mathematics. It was Aristotle who 
focused on the what logic which deals with reality. It is symbolic logic that deals with the how logic 
(see Veatch, Two Logics), the relationship of propositions. Even though this stage provided a small 
window allowing metaphysical consideration, it was the third stage that that made attempts to 
abandon this notion. 


Stage Three: Logical Positivism is concerned with formal languages and its association with 
the sciences, which in turn, strives for the elimination of metaphysics. This stage is seen in those like 
Moritz Schlick, Rudolph Carnap and the early Ayer and Feigel. Gross Positivism, also known as 
Scientism, states that existence adds nothing to the essence of a thing. It was Auguste Comte that 
concluded that there were three stages to history. The first phase began with the belief in a theistic 
personal God. However, this led to a metaphysical impersonal being. The last stage to be developed 
was that of the Positivists who looked at the practical scientific world of sense input. Later, there was 
the influence of John Stewart Mill, who with Spencer, developed Utilitarianism. It was Spencer who 


said that God was unknowable based upon his evolutionaism. 


Stage Four: Gilbert Ryle (1900—1976, British philosopher who focused on ordinary 
language as it related to philosophical issues) and Wittgenstein (see below) analyzed language and 
sought to find those linguistic traps that philosophers fell into. This stage was related to the previous 
two stages. There were others as well who were on board with analysis of language, such as Gilbert 
Ryle, John Austin, John Wisdom, who stated that the meaning of a word is discovered by its usage. 


Stage Five: John L. Austin (1911—1960, British philosopher of language) distinguished the 
nuances associated with language reveals that there are different function of speech acts. He spoke of 
the difference between locution (what is said), illocution (why it is said), and perlocution (what is 
brought about in saying it). 

Anthony Flew’s falsifiability principle posited that what is falsifiable can only be considered 
meaningful and shown in his New Essays in Philosophical Theology which used the early 
Wittgenstein (7ractatus, 1921) as a support for his position. 


Today, most universities in English speaking countries are dominated by some form of analytic 
philosophy. Symbolic logic is required along with truth tables. The traditional Aristotelian What 
logic has been replaced by a How logic. That is, the new logic is no longer capable of speaking of the 
“substance” of reality, but of a relation between propositions. As it is broadened to cover more issue, 
it has become more general and less focused. It is more of a general tool to clarify ideas than it is a 
means of discovering truth about reality. 


An Evaluation of Analytic Philosophy 


There are some positive aspects to analytic philosophy. The use of language and rules 
associated with the sentence structure is a key to understanding the meaning of words. Context help us 
discover the meaning of words. When clarification is required then confusion is avoided. There is 
validity to testing the meaning of words in order to establish a truth statement. There is also the 
benefit of using qualified and established models in order to determine religious language. 


The negative side to Analytic Philosophy is that while it stresses clarification, it neglects the 
need for comprehension and justification. While it stressing meaning, it often neglects the quest for 
truth. In its preoccupation with methodology overshadows the need to do metaphysics. When 
verification of truth is sought it lays an overemphasis on scientific justification and neglects 
metaphysical insight. There also must be some reasonable justification in areas that cannot be 
scientifically checked. This provides an opening for the rationality of beliefs, including belief of God. 
Like a good surgeon, analytic philosophers have the cleanest hands and the sharpest tools, but they 
either have no meataphysical body of truth on which to operate—or if they do, they neglect it. To 
carry the analogy a step further, even the logical tools used by analytic philosophers (a How logic) 
are incapable operating on metaphysical truth (which only a What logic can do). 


Closing Remarks 


Rooted, as it is, in a post-Kantian look-out from reality (the noumena) or the thin in itself, 
analytic logic attempts in vain to overcome its anti-metaphysical hangover. It heritage in David 
Hume’s distinction between two—and only two—kinds of propositions (relation of ideas and matters 
of empirical fact) has had a lasting and negative effect. Those who wish to study being as being and 
not merely empirical reality are better served by a different methodology. As Etienne Gilson so 
masterfully demonstrated (in his book, The Unity of Philosophical Experience), the history of 


philosophy is littered with the wreckage of frustrated philosophical approached which vainly 
attempted to do metaphysics with a methodology wholly alien with its subject matter. The truth of the 
matter is that the study of being must begin with being—and the basic principles of being. Like an 
expensive meat grinder, no matter how finely the boloney is ground by an analytic grinder, it is still 
boloney! The wrong methology will yield the wrong ontology. 


A Note on Faith and Philosophy 


A Christian has a specific interest in and responsibility to study philosophy. Philosophy will 
both challenge and contribute to the understanding of his faith. Some Christians are suspicious of 
philosophy because they have heard stories of others who have lost their faith through the study of 
philosophy. They have been advised to avoid philosophy like the plague. Upon serious reflection it is 
clear that this is not wise advice. Christianity can stand up to the intellectual challenge mounted 
against it. The result of such a challenge should not be the loss of faith, but the priceless possession of 
a well-reasoned and mature faith. Furthermore, there are serious consequences of a failure to be 
aware of contemporary thought patterns. Rather than being exempt from their influence, one becomes 
their unwitting prey. Unfortunately, too many Christians hold beliefs that are inimical to the Christian 
faith, and are unaware of that fact. 


Since all truth is God’s truth, and since philosophy is a quest for truth, then philosophy will 
contribute to our understanding of God and His world. Furthermore, history shows that philosophical 
arguments and concepts have played a large and important role in the development of Christian 
theology. While not all theologians agree on the value or appropriateness of these arguments, all 
admit that some knowledge of philosophical roots is necessary to the understanding of Christian 
theology” (Geisler, Introduction to Philosophy, 21). 


BERTRAND RUSSELL (A. D. 1872 - 1970) 


The Life and Works of Russell 


Bertrand Arthur William Russell was born in 1872 to Lord and Lady Amberely who passed 
on while he was a young child. He was subsequently reared in the house of his grand-father, Lord 
John Russell. By the time he was fourteen, he began questioning the immortality of the soul. At age 
eighteen, he abandoned his belief in God, influenced by Mill’s Autobiography. Also at this age, he 
attended Cambridge to study mathematics. In his fourth year Russell changed his focus to philosophy. 
It was there at Cambridge where the influence of J. E. McTaggart who steered him away from ‘crude’ 
British empiricism and to look instead to the Hegelian tradition. So from 1894 to 1898, he continued 
his thinking towards the idea that metaphysics was capable of proving beliefs about the universe. He 
also later taught at Trinity College, lectured in the United States. In 1950, he was awarded a Nobel 
Prize for literature for championing freedom of thought. 


In 1894, Russell acted as an attaché at the British Embassy in Paris. That following year he 
devoted his studies to economics and German social democracy in Berlin. It was during this time that 
he wrote the publication of German Social Democracy in 1896. At this time he also wrote and 
published a paper titled Mind. In the following year and as an elaboration of his fellowship at Trinity 
College, he wrote An Essay on the Foundations’ of Geometry. Based primarily on his friendship 
with G. E. Moore, Russell reacted strongly against Idealism and together, the two adhered to and 
promoted the common sense approach—“whatever is real is real.” 


One of Russell’s most notable works was a reaction to Leibniz’s doctrine called A Critical 
Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz in 1900. Russell’s works are voluminous, ranging from co- 
authoring the weighty Principia Mathematica (1910) co-authored with Alfred North Whitehead to 
his more popular Why I Am Not a Christian (based on a 1927 series of lectures). Other writings 
include A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz (1900), “Free Man’s Worship” (1903), 
“The Essence of Religion” (1912), Religion and Science (1935), “The Existence of God Debate” 
with Father Copleston (1948), “What Is An Agnostic?” (1953 interview), and “Can Religion Cure 
Our Troubles?” (based on 1954 articles). His primary philosophical works express linguistic 
atomism. He was also a mentor to Ludwig Wittgenstein and wrote the introduction to Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus. He acknowledged Wittgenstein’s influence upon his own logical atomism. 


Russell’s Philosophy 


Russell differed from G. E. Moore (see above) in his background and approach. Russell was 
an accomplished mathematician, however, his mathematics work co-authored with Whitehead had an 
influence upon his metaphysics. He opposed absolute idealism promoted primarily by Hegel, 
Bradley, and their followers, because he was suspicious of those who held such a position calling 


them “paradox peddlers” who seemed more interested in convincing others of the unreality of the 
world rather than attempting to understand the world as it was. Whereas Moore’s criticism were 
aimed at propositions and arguments, Russell’s focus was more systematic and zeroed in on the logic 
of their presentations. It was this effort that played a major role in constructing a new agreement 
within philosophy and mathematics in the twentieth century concerning the discipline of logic. 


Logical Constructivism 


As previous noted, Russell rejected idealism. His metaphysical views also changed 
considerably during his life. He eventually settled on what he called ‘logical constructivism’ and 
when applied to metaphysics, it is these logical constructions that can replace inferred perceptions. 
This was in response to modern philosophers who believed that physical objects are not directly 
perceived. In addition to this, man is only aware of his own inner experience of perception rather than 
the object of perception. Thus, the experienced perception and the object itself is not the same. 
Therefore, it is possible to have a perception of some object even though the object may not be 
present (which does indeed occur in dreams or during hallucinations). In principle, there are no 
checks and balances. Russell responded to this problem with the application of logical constructivism 
having effects upon metaphysics as well as epistemology. 


In Russell’s Our Knowledge of the External World, he states that logical constructions are 
made from the actual immediate physical sensed data of common sense. However, if the world of 
common sensed objects and of science is considered as logical construction, then it may be easy to 
see how solipsism could result. Logical constructivism would ultimately show that all propositions 
concerning physical objects can be analyzed in terms of propositions. If successful, the philosophical 
problem surrounding propositions describing physical objects and sense data as logically 
independent. However, where he adopted this technique in The Analysis of Mind, he began to 
abandon it in The Analysis of Matter. In his analysis of the mind, he embraced neutral monism for 
some, a metaphysical view holding that both minds and physical objects are constructions out of 
immediate experience. This replaced the non-idealist and non-materialist form of monism. Later he 
rejected monism for pluralism making a sharp, distinction between the object itself and the act of 
awareness. Yet he still remained uncommitted to either form. William James also promoted his theory 
of neutral monism. However, in the future philosophers would uncover problems with a major 
component of the neutral monism view—phenomenalism. 


Russell on Truth 


From 1906 through 1909, Russell wrote four essays (found in Philosophical Essays, Inquiry, 
Human Knowledge, and My Philosophical Development) discussing the subject of truth, especially 
as it relates to pragmatism. He defended a correspondence view of truth and rejected the idealist 
interpretation of truth as coherence because he felt that it blurred the differentiation between truth and 
falsehood. He also rejects the pragmatic theory of truth. He was ridiculed when he paraphrased 
William James’s assertion that the truth of a statement is only when ‘it pays to believe.” Russell 
objects to any muddiness between knowledge and truth—if something can be known then it must be 
true. He did make allowance for those statements that are indeed true even though one might not be 
able to know that it is true. Therefore, what seemed to be left was the correspondence theory of truth. 
When the truth of a statement is based on some relation to more or more facts, these facts are called 
by Russell ‘verifiers.’ (The exceptions to this are analytical or logical propositions and pure 
mathematics. However the application of these types can be said to represent some common sense 


position. ) 
Russell’s Ethics 


There is another side of Russell for which the general public is more aware—his thoughts 
regarding ethics, morals, and religion. In his Philosophical Essays, he wrote “The Elements of 
Ethics” where he claims that ethics is a science contrived of propositions about virtuous and vicious 
conduct. When discovering why certain actions should be taken, these basic propositions cannot 
themselves be proven. When determining the motivation behind these actions, generally there is a 
relationship to the actions consequences. If an action is right because it produces good results, then 
the action must be good in itself. However, not all actions can be good and if they were, there could 
not be discernment between right and wrong. 


According to Russell, all human actions are a result of impulse and desire where, under the 
influence of psycho-analytic theory, “all primitive desire is unconscious” (The Analysis of the Mind). 
If natural impulse alone dictates, then man is in bondage to it. However, it is the mind; the impersonal 
objective thought that provides the critical function allowing him to decide which impulses to release 
and which ones to suppress. Good and bad are derived from these desires. It 1s through the social 
media of language where one learns to apply the word ‘good’ to those things that are desired by the 
social group at large. There is a kind of utilitarian approach: good is what 1s desired; bad is what is 
averted. Hence, his ethic was based on a sense of taste, not founded in any objective truth. However, 
upon his own admission, his own ethical theory does not completely satisfy him. Neither does his 
theory match to what ordinary people think when they make judgments regarding good and bad, right 
and wrong. 


Russell’s View on Religion 


As was noted earlier, Russell had abandoned a belief in God at a young age. Up to the age of 
fourteen, he may be considered as a theist then turning to deism from fourteen to eighteen. At age 
eighteen, he became a non-theist and then at thirty-one embracing a kind of fatalistic Stoic naturalism. 
By forty, he became a type of experiential pantheist. Later he became even more anti-theist and anti- 
Christian calling himself an agnostic suspending judgment, but not an atheist. He evidently thought that 
the evil and suffering in the world establishes reason for disbelief in a God who is thought to be 
infinitely good and omnipotent as well. However, he does not claim that the non-existence of God can 
be proven. 


The Existence of God 


Russell debunks all the traditional arguments given for God’s existence neither does the 
arguments forwarded by modern scientists or evolutionary hypotheses that may point to a divine 
purpose have any worth. Russell’s attack is primarily focused against the Christian religious bodies 
who, he thinks, has done more harm than good (Why I Am Not a Christian). He is also against 
theology because he blames it for having invoked religious wars and fueled the idea of persecution 
and has stifled moral progress in the world. Religion, especially organized religion, is based on fear. 
Taking this one-step further, not only did Russell reject absolute authority, replacing it with a 
collective wisdom of man and yet denying ‘faith in reason alone,’ but he likewise rejected the Bible 
as an authoritative source. He considered the Bible on the same plane as other legendary works such 
as Homer. 


Russell rejected the traditional arguments for the existence of God, especially the 
cosmological argument for First Cause. This springs from an impoverish imagination that cannot 
envision an eternal universe. Further, even if one grants the first cause principle just for conversation 
sake, the argument still does not stand because of the following dilemma: 


|. Either all things are caused or else they are not. 
2. If all beings are caused, then so is God since he is a being. 


3. If all things are not caused, then neither is the world since it is 
something. 


4. So either God is caused by another (and is not the First Cause) or 
else the world is not caused by any God (and no God exists). 


5. In either event, there is no First Cause (because God needs to be 
caused). 


An Evaluation 


However, his argument fails because he wrongly categorizes God (an uncreated material 
Being) with the world (a created material substance). God is the only Uncaused Cause. Hence, 
Russell has created a categorical mistake. Second, there are philosophical and scientific arguments 
strongly submitting that the world did have a beginning. Russell’s question as to Who caused God? is 
a misapplication of the meaning of causality. Only those ‘things’ that begin, are contingent, dependent, 
and/or finite require a cause. God, who is eternal, independent, not contingent, and necessary, does 
not need a cause. 


Though Russell did not believe in God, he once wrote that “[e]ven when one feels nearest to 
other people, something in one seems obstinately to belong to God, and to refuse to enter into any 
earthly communion—at least that is how I should express it if I thought there was a God. It is odd, 
isn’t it? I care passionately for this world and many things and people in it, and yet . . . what is it all? 
There must be something more important, one feels, though I don’t believe there is” 
(Autobiography, 125—126, emphasis added). 


Russell was a hard-core agnostic claiming that it is impossible to know that there is a God. 
He claimed: “An agnostic thinks it is impossible to know the truth in matters such as God and the 
future life with which Christianity and other religions are concerned.” After making this strong 
statement, he then adds a caveat: “if not impossible, at least impossible at the present time” (“What Is 
an Agnostic?” 577). However, this does not lessen his position; it is still self-defeating to claim that 


one can know for sure that one cannot be known for sure whether or not there is a God. 
The Historicity of Jesus Christ 


Russell doubted that Christ had ever existed at all. If he did live, however, there is no nothing 
that can be known about him (as stated in Why I Am Not A Christian). Some agnostics do admire the 
man Jesus, if he did actually exist, but put him on the same level as Buddha and Socrates. However, 
Russell argues that, if Jesus did truly live, he was an unwise, unmerciful, inhumane, and cruel person. 
“There is one very serious defect to my mind in Christ’s moral character, and that is that he believed 
in hell. I do not myself feel that any person who is really profoundly humane can believe in 
everlasting punishment” (Why I Am Not a Christian, 12). 


An Evaluation 


In response, it must be noted that Russell overlooks the many evidences of Christ impeccable 
moral character listed in the New Testament (John 8:46; 2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 4:15). Second, Russell’s 
negative accusations fall short of being actual proofs. For example, Russell claimed that Jesus lacked 
wisdom, therefore, if any wise man (Jesus) said something and was wrong in what he said, he (Jesus) 
must not be wise. In order to substantiate this claim, Russell sites the following illustration. Jesus 
promised that he would return immediately to earth after his death to restore the kingdom. However, 
Russell wrongly assumes that Jesus claimed he would return within the life-time of his disciples. The 
evidence is to the contrary. Jesus only said that he would return immanently which 1s not necessarily 
immediately (cf. Mat. 24:36; Acts 1:7) 


Further, according to Russell, no human person could possibly believe in such a torturous 
place as hell. In addition, how could someone who is vindictive against his enemies have no moral 
flaws? However, belief in hell does not make one inhumane. If the Holocaust was a fact of history, 
then to believe that it was a fact of history does not make one inhumane. It is a question of truth, not a 
question of humanity. Second, there is no evidence claiming that Jesus was vindictive. (This is 
reading into the text something that is not there.) In fact, Jesus even forgave the people who crucified 
him (Luke 23:34). And warnings people against a destructive lifestyle 1s merciful act. Would it not be 
a merciful act to warn someone that the building was on fire? It 1s in fact the moral character of Jesus 
not to promote vindictiveness but rather doing acts of compassion, love and mercy. 


Life after Death 


Russell believed that when he dies that his body will just rot. The ego simply stops existing. 
For him there is no good reason to consider there being any afterlife, whether there is a heaven or a 
hell. There is no connection between the mental life and any kind of after-life. Even though Russell 
was not completely settled on the existence of an after-life in general, he posited that if there 1s a hell, 
“Belief in hell is bound up with the belief that the vindictive punishment of sin is a good thing... . 
There might conceivably someday be evidence of its [heaven’s] existence through spiritualism, but 
most Agnostics do not think there is such evidence, and therefore do not believe in heaven” (“What Is 
an Agnostic?” 580-581). Collectively looking at these views, it is not surprising that he does not fear 
God along with denying the existence of Zeus, Odin, and Brahma. And “[i]f there were a God, I think 
it is very unlikely that He would have such an uneasy vanity as to be offended by those who doubt his 
existence” (“What Is an Agnostic?” 581). 


The Denial of Miracles 


Agnostics, like he was, deny the supernatural, hence, there is no possibility of miracles 
because they if they did occur they would be contrary to natural law. When an anomaly does happen, 
it is not a miracle. Coinciding with his view on the Bible, if there was a recorded miracle in the 
Bible having been performed by God, this falls on the same grounds as those miraculous evidences 
performed by the Greek gods in Homer (“What Is an Agnostic?” 581). The virgin birth of Christ is 
similar to the virgin birth stories of Zoroaster and Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess. Of course, it there 
is a God, the miracles are possible. Hence, the only way to disprove the possibility of miracles is to 
disprove the possibility of God’s existence. 


An Evaluation: Looking at Natural Law and the Nature of Design 


Russell offers the following argument against natural law. 1. If God created law, then it was 
either for a reason or not for a reason. 2. It could not have been for a reason, since in that case God 
would be subject to it and not ultimate. 3. It could not have been for no reason, for in that case a 
rational God would not have done it. For God has a reason for everything. 4. Therefore, God could 
not have created law (1.e., there is no need for a Creator of law). 


However, the natural and regular patterns of the world need some sort of Orderer. The 
anthropic principle, that the world since its inception seems to have been fitted for human existence, 
has challenged many modern agnostics and atheist, causing them to have second thoughts. Likewise, 
the only know cause for the language —like specified complexity found in the DNA is an intelligent 
being. Second, Russell creates a false dilemma about whether God had a reason for creating law. 
What God does, He does for His reason for He is the Ultimate Rational Being of the universe. 


Following David Hume and Charles Darwin, Russell rejects design in nature that point 
towards a Designer. Re argued that: 1) Either living things are adapted to their environment because 
of design or because of evolution. 2) Science has demonstrated via natural selection that they are 
adapted to their environs because of evolution. 3) Hence, they were not designed by a Designer. 


However, Russell’s logic is fallacious. It affirms (rather than denies) one of the alternatives in 
a disjunctive syllogism. This overlooks the possibility that adaptation might result from both 
intelligent design and evolution. Further, he ignores evidence. He concludes that adaptation of from 
either design or evolution and further concludes that it must be from evolution. However, God could 
have created humankind with the ability to adapt to different circumstances 


Some Sources on Russell’s Philosophy 


For further reading on Russell, see: N. L. Geisler, When Critics Ask; B. Russell, A Critical 
Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz; “Can Religion Cure Our Troubles?” and “The Essence of 
Religion’; “The Existence of God Debate” with Father Copleston, BBC radio broadcasts, 1948; 
“Free Man’s Worship”; /ntroduction to Mathematical Philosophy; Religion and Science; “What I 
Believe”; “What Is an Agnostic?” in Look magazine (1953); Why I Am Not a Christian; A. D. Weigel, 
“A Critique of Bertrand Russell’s Religious Position,” Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological 
Society 8.4 (Autumn 1965); H. G. Woods, Why Mr. Bertrand Russell Is Not Christian. 
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LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN (A.D. 1889 - 1951) 


Ps. 


His Life and Works 


Ludwig Josef Johann Wittgenstein was the youngest of eight children and was born in Vienna. 
Each child was endowed with intellectual and artistic abilities. One of the Wittgenstein sons became 
a distinguished pianist. The father of this clan became the head of a steel company after he himself 
had rebelled against a classical education and ran away to America when he was seventeen, to then 
return to Vienna to later become a draftsman and manager prior to his leadership position. He was a 
Jew who embraced Protestantism. Mrs. Wittgenstein was the daughter of a Vienna banker. She was 
devoted to music and made this a central focus of her life. Because she was a Roman Catholic, 
Ludwig was baptized into the Catholic Church. 


Ludwig was educated at home until he was fourteen years of age. His parents sent him to Linz 
in upper Austria to study mathematics and the physical sciences rather than the classical education. 
Three years later, he began studying engineering for the next two years at Technische Hochschule at 
Charlottenburg, Berlin. In 1908 he went to England and in the following year he registered as a 
research student of engineering at the University of Manchester where he was involved in 
aeronautical research for three years. His inventions include a jet reaction propeller for aircraft. His 
interests shifted to mathematics and philosophical foundations of mathematics. 


After reading Russell’s Principles of Mathematics, his focus moved away from engineering 
and studied with Russell at Cambridge in 1911 where he made progress and applied himself to 
logical studies. In 1912, Wittgenstein did his first extensive reading in philosophy and noticed that the 
philosophers whom he “worshipped in ignorance” were after all “stupid and dishonest and made 
disgusting mistakes.” This encouraged him to work furiously on his logical ideas. Based on his new 
understanding of philosophy, he corresponded with Russell and decided that since the two of them 
had different “ideals” they were no longer suited for one another as friends. It was after his father’s 
death in 1913; Ludwig received a large inheritance from which he gave most of it away, including to 
two of his sisters. His preference was rather to live a simple and frugal life. 


When the war broke out, he served in the artillery group and later ordered to attend officers 
training. During these years, he continued working on his book Tractatus (1921) and completed it in 
August 1918. While Wittgenstein was on the eastern front, he bought a copy of Tolstoy’s The Gospel 
in Brief which made a deep impression on him. While in the prison camp, he obtained a copy of the 
Gospels and after reading it became disturbed by what he had found. This caused him to question its 
authenticity due to perhaps the differences found as compared to Tolstoy’s. During his prison 
captivity, he wrote to Russell and decided to have his manuscript delivered to him by courier. 


Wittgenstein thought his work Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung (The Tractatus) would 


resolve the differences between himself and Russell. Russell wrote the introduction to the book but 
Wittgenstein could not allow its contents to be included. The publisher rejected the work and did not 
publish it. Finally, it was published in 1921 as a part of another work. It was later published in 
London the following year and then again in English in 1962. Upon Wittgenstein’s request, most of the 
notes were to be destroyed. However, those notes from 1914 through 1916 were accidently preserved 
and were subsequently published in 1961 titled the Notebooks along with a parallel English 
translation. 


Returning to civilian life, he became a school teacher. In 1920, he began teaching classes to 
children ages nine and ten in Lower Austria until 1926. During his years of being a teacher, he did not 
give much thought to philosophy. Later when Frank P. Ramsey (1903—1930), British mathematician, 
assistant translator of the Zractutus), the two engaged in exciting dialogue though Wittgenstein told 
Ramsey that he would do no further philosophical work because his mind was “no longer flexible.” 
However, in 1929, Wittgenstein returned to Cambridge and again devoted himself to philosophy. He 
would later submit the 7Zractatus in hopes of having it meet the requirements for a Ph.D. It was 
Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore who were appointed to give him his oral examinations. Later 
Trinity College granted him a research fellowship and it was during this time that he published his 
second philosophical work titled “Some Remarks on Logical Form.” From 1927 to 1929, he met at 
various times with members of the Vienna Circle and his writings had great influence of them, though 
he was not a member of the group. 


In 1929 he returning to Cambridge after a fifteen year absence and resumed his philosophical 
research. The Philosophical Investigations was later published in 1953 in two parts; Part I was 
written from 1936 to 1945 and Part II was written between 1947 and 1949. He began lecturing in 
1930 and remained at Cambridge until the summer of 1936 when he took a brief leave. He returned to 
Cambridge in 1937 and in two years, he succeeded G. E. Moore in the chair of philosophy. 


In World War II, he once again got involved in the military. This time is was in the capacity of 
a porter at Guy’s Hospital in London then in the laboratory at the Royal Infirmary in Newcastle. After 
the war effort, he returned to Cambridge to resume his lecturing. However, he increasingly disliked 
academic life, the universities, and saw that students had only half-understanding. He choose to live 
alone and spend him time working on the /nvestigations. After resigning the chair, he sought a life of 
seclusion. After several trips and seeing friends, it was discovered that he had cancer. He spent his 
last days ina doctor’s home. He died April 29, 1951. 


Besides Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoyevsky was also an influence on his personal lifestyle. There 
were three other influences who stand out among several who shaped his philosophical thinking: 
Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schoppenauer, and Bertrand Russell. His favorite religious thinkers were 
Augustine and Seren Kierkegaard. 


The works of Wittgenstein include the Prototractutus from 1914 to 1916. The English 
translation was released in 1961; Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology, and 
Religious Belief (1930—1938) published in English in 1966. The English version of The Blue and 
Brown Books (1933—1935) was published in 1958. After writing the Remarks on the Foundations 
of Mathematics (1937—1944), it was released in English in two years earlier. The last two works, 
Zettel I (1945—1948), English version publication, 1966 and On Certainty (written around 1949 
and published in English in 1969). 


The Philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein 


Wittgenstein is an icon of the Lingusitic philosophical tradition. Both the early and later 
periods of his life produced works that are practically venerated by this school of thought. 


The Influence of the Vienna Circle 


The area of agreement between the 7ractatus and the logical positivists, introduced by Ayer’s 
Language, Truth and Logic, was the exclusion of metaphysical statements. In the context of logical 
positivism, to say that metaphysical statements are meaningless is to say that these statements are 
different as compared to their scientific propositions. Not all metaphysic statements conform to just 
one pattern. Wittgenstein promoted an alignment of propositions with empiricism; the positivists 
promoted alignment with verification via sense-experience. Though the positivist eased up slightly 
regarding their position of metaphysical statement, where it could provide an emotive-evocative 
significance (however nonsensical), Wittgenstein basically considered any metaphysical statement as 
an attempt to say what cannot be said. 


In his attempt to understand language, he found that it has many functions in the course of 
human life. He argued that ‘meaning’ had certain functions that were no longer identical with what 
was being ‘pictured’ through language—language portraying the way things really are. If 
Wittgenstein’s idea of language is applied to logical positivism, then there arises a dethroning of 
language and an abandonment of the positivists criterion. On the other hand, Wittgenstein did not want 
to bring life back to the philosopher as one who was able to extend knowledge based on 
philosophical reflection (since he already excluded this in the 7ractatus). Ultimately, what he was 
trying to do was to reform language and disallow any philosophical interference (as promoted in his 
Philosophical Investigations, see below) but only describe it. What he opposes is philosophy 
attempting to unveil hidden meanings and essences found in ordinary language. Wittgenstein’s goal is 
to bring out the real logic of ordinary language. 


The Early Period 


Wittgenstein influenced Russell to view the propositions of logic and pure mathematics as 
tautologies. A proposition is a representation of particular expressions of occasions in the world. In 
the Zractatus, he identifies propositions with propositions of natural science and adding the 
restriction that within this category philosophical statement are not to be included. Wittgenstein goes 
so far as to say that there are in fact not philosophical propositions and philosophy has no business of 
interfering. However, the role of philosophy can be to clarify scientific propositions and clear up any 
logical confusion. Russell had posited that ordinary grammatical form often hides logical form 
leading to misrepresentations. The task of the philosopher is to clear up the confusion so that the 
logical form is correctly stated. 


Wittgenstein did not say that metaphysical statements were necessarily false, rather, they were 
meaningless. When philosophers attempted to write metaphysical things in reference to the ethical, 
aesthetic, or religious, they succeeded in producing nonsense. In this he thought he had answered the 
most important questions of philosophy. The implementation of Wittgenstein’s program could then be 
felt in other areas of language as well, such as the language of morals and religious consciousness and 
other aesthetic types. 


Wittgenstein himself said that the point of 7ractatus Logico-Philosophicus is ethical. The 
project of the Zractatus is Kantian, viz., setting the limits of thought. In the preface he says: "Thus the 
aim of [this] book is to set a limit to thought, or rather—not to thought, but to the expression of 
thoughts: for in order to be able to set, a limit thinkable (1.e., we should have to be able to think what 


cannot be thought). It will therefore only be in language that the limit can be set, and what lies on the 
other side of the limit will simply be nonsense." And to this he adds, "What we cannot speak about 
we must pass over in silence." His method can be identified as Logical Atomism. In it there is the 
assumption that there 1s an isomorphic relationship between language and the world where language 
mirrors the world. Therefore, all language expressions are propositions of natural science. This leads 
to the conclusion that any transcendental expressions about ethics, aesthetics, of God cannot be 
uttered. 


The Later Period 


Wittgenstein suggests that language presupposes a “language game” even though the game is 
only a small segment of the whole of language. The function of language is to sate facts where words 
have meaning are referential. (Like a bricklayer calling to his helper to bring, in their language, a 
particular item. The helper in turn brings the correct material for the item to be built.) This gives 
illustration that the words of the ‘language game’ are complete in themselves. In the 7ractutus, there 
is the assumption of a universal form of language and the assumption that the elements of language are 
names that designate simple objects. However, in the /nvestigations, this assumption 1s rejected. 
There is nothing common to the various forms of language that makes them language. Here too it is 
argued that words that are simple or complex have no absolute meaning; words require further 
clarification. The result is a dissatisfaction when ordinary words are used for perfect exactness. 
Language does not seem to be as clear-cut as what it needs to be. 


In the /nvestigations, Wittgenstein rejects the concept of a “private language” as incoherent. 
For all languages have rules shared by a community in which they operate. Wittgenstein also attempts 
to refute the statements made by Augustine where he posits that the “picture theory of meaning” is the 
essence of human language. He regards this as an oversimplification of the ideas that the function of 
language is to state facts and that all words are names, referring to something. He strikes down 
Augustine’s idea that meaning is taught by examples in definition. He suggests that example 
definitions can be variously interpreted (7ractatus, 1.1:28). The statement that Augustine makes 
regarding the meaning of a name is the object that the name denotes 1s regarded as absurd. 


Wittgenstein also rejected the ideas that meaning is a matter of producing mental images 
where one clarifies propositions by analyzing them where words have a determinate sense. He 
rejected both univocal and analogical language. On a more positive note, Wittgenstein was a strong 
proponent of conventionalism (see below) which affirms that all meaning is culturally relative. 


When it comes to religious language, he affirms that prayer and theology are meaningful 
linguistic activities. He mentions prayer in particular as a language game. Since stating facts is only 
one of many linguistic activities, there 1s no a priori exclusion against the meaningfulness of religious 
language. Since language games have intrinsic criteria of meaning, and religious language is a 
language game, it must be judged by its own standards and not by standards imposed upon it. 
However, this ends up being a form of fideism, and fideism is untenable. For if one takes 
Wittgenstein’s writings as a rational justification of the non-rational, then they are self-defeating 
explanation. If he offers no rational justification for his beliefs, they are simply unproven propositions 
that no reasonable person should accept. 


Further, if religious language belongs to the realm of the inexpressible because there is an 
unbridgeable gulf between fact and value and all “God-talk” is nonsense. That does not mean that the 
person cannot feel or know anything about God. It is clear from Notebooks that there is a feeling of 


dependence and a belief in God because “the facts of the world are not the end of the matter.” But 
what such things are outside the limits of language, and ultimately of thought. 


Final Thoughts 


Wittgenstein did not join the Vienna Circle in affirming empirical verifiability. They insisted 
that only empty tautologies, which are true by definition or statements know through the senses, could 
be meaningful. Wittgenstein rejected this form of logical positivism, realizing that meaning should be 
listened to, not legislated. 


Wittgenstein believed that we are locked up inside a language that says nothing about the 
realm of value beyond language itself. But this conclusion is self-defeating. Any attempt to forbid 
statements about the mystical realm beyond language transgresses that prohibition. Like Kant’s 
agnosticism, one cannot know that he cannot know, and he cannot say that he cannot say. In claiming 
that the mystical cannot be spoken, one speaks about it. He also follows Kant into a false dichotomy 
between fact and value. They both saw the two in totally separate domains. However, this is not the 
case. Human beings combine both. One cannot attack human facticity (the physical presence of the 
body) without attacking the value of life and personhood. One cannot separate rape or genocide from 
the value of the object that is at the center of those actions. In theology, the fact of the death of Christ 
cannot be separated from its redemptive value. 


In his Lectures and Conversations, Wittgenstein portrays religious language as a language 
game with only cognitive or factual meaning. Religious language is fine as a language game, but it 
tells us nothing about God or ultimate reality. It is clear that he remains an ‘acognostic’ rejecting any 
cognitive knowledge in religious language. For example, it is legitimate to utter a belief regarding the 
event of the last judgment. But no one could say whether that belief is possibly true or false because 
such beliefs are purely a matter of blind faith providing no evidence for them. He would not, 
however, ridicule those who claim to base their beliefs on evidence, for example, historical 
apologetics. He states: “It has been said that Christianity rests on an historical basis. It has been said 
a thousand times by intelligent people that indubitability 1s not enough in this case, even if there is as 
much evidence as for Napoleon. Because the indubitability wouldn’t be enough to make me change 
my whole life” (7ractatus, 57). 


Wittgenstein did not embrace atheism; rather he could be considered a fideistic theist. 
Wittgenstein read both the New Testament and Soren Kierkegaard. He acknowledged the validity of 
prayer and belief in last things and recognized that religious language had some value. Though 
religious language was not descriptive to him, it did aid the religious life in a practical way. In brief, 
God-talk 1s possible, but it is not really talk about God, not in any descriptive way. God —talk is non- 
cognitive. Hence, Wittgenstein could be called an acognostic when it came to God. In traditional 
terms, God talk is equivocal. It is evocative and commisive (they orient our lives) but not descriptive 
of God. 


A Critique of Wittgenstein’s Conventionalism 


Among the legacies that Wittgenstein leaves behind, none is more deadly than the 
conventionalist view of meaning. For All meaning cannot be relative. If it were, then the statement 
“All meaning is relative.” would be meaningless. Like other attempts to deny objective meaning, 
Wittgenstein had to assume the objective meaning of his statements. Further, since all true statements 
must be meaningful, then all truth would be relative too. But the claim that all truth is relative is not 
itself a relative truth claim. So, it too is self-defeating. Further comments are found under 


Conventionalism (below). 


J. L. AUSTIN (A. D. 1911 - 1960) 


Background and Emphasis 


John Langshaw Austin was born March 29, 1911 in Lancaster. His father, Geoffrey Langshaw 
Austin was an architect and his mother was Mary Bowes-Wilson. In 1922, the family moved to 
Scotland where Geoffrey became the secretary of St. Leonard’s School in St. Andrews. John was 
educated at Shrewsbury School and Balliol College, Oxford and later became a Fellow of All Souls 
College in 1933. In 1935, he moved to Magdalen College where he taught until he was elected chair 
of to the chair of moral philosophy at Oxford from 1952 until his death in 1960. In the years prior to 
the war, he spent much time in philosophical inquiry and scholarship. He made himself a Leibniz 
expert and did work in the field of Greek philosophy, most specifically, Aristotle’s works. During 
World War II, he served in the British Intelligence Corps and attained the rank of lieutenant-colonel 
and was made an officer of the Legion of Merit. 


J. L. Austin was the British philosopher of language who affirmed that the nuances associated 
with language reveals that there are different ways to say the same thing, the same meaning. He is 
recognized for his primary work titled Ave There a Priori Concepts? Austin’s work may be classified 
as “ordinary language philosophy” enabling it to cover a broad spectrum associated with philosophy. 
He sees the application in philosophy as bringing to the forefront the distinctions found in language 
itself. He stresses that it is important to be precise in the various ways meanings are related to 
different concepts over and beyond just finding different ways of discussing the same concept. 


Austin delineates different speech acts. In so doing he illustrates how ordinary language is 
more complex and subtle than one might first realize. What they may have called ‘linguistic analysis’ 
in the past might now be better described as ‘conceptual analysis.’ 


For Austin language analysis was one way of doing philosophy. In his “Plea for Excuses,” he 
says this about language: “. . . there are also reason why it 1s an attractive subject methodologically, 
at least if we are to proceed from ‘ordinary language’, that is, by examining what we should say 
when, and so why and what we should mean by it... . this . . . philosophical method, sparsely 
requires justification at present—too evidently, there is gold in them thar hills: more opportune would 
be a warning about the care and thoroughness needed if it is not to fall into disrepute... .” (p. 129- 
130). He continues and reminds his readers that words are tools, and clean they should be in their 
proper use in meaning because words themselves are not facts or things. Certain chosen words are 
sometimes inadequate and arbitrary when they are used to make connections. What is the reason for 
close scrutiny? It is to keep one from the traps that language sometimes sets and to ward off 
misunderstandings when applied to linguistic or analytic philosophy (cf. ibid.) It was the lack of 
thoroughness and insufficient research leading to generalizations, made either grammarians or 
philosophers, that Austin found deplorable. He was hoping that his ‘new’ method would emerge. 


His Philosophy of Language 

Austin was not unique in his philosophical aims or theory. He was unique in his technique. 
Austin conceived as the central task that opposed ordinary philosophical language was the 
clarification of ordinary language that was characteristic from Socrates to G. E. Moore. His work 
was not necessarily novel. The first step for anyone embarking on a philosophical investigation was 
to investigate those resources of terminology already at one’s disposal. Ordinary language was the 
begin-all and end-all of philosophical inquiry. He was not against the philosopher’s technical 
terminology, but rather some of these terms had been introduced inappropriately and uncritically. 
Second, language itself was worth close study. He didn’t view language as something that was to be 
kept sacred, but he wanted to ensure that what was being used was clear and tried prior to use. Third, 
he saw the many subtle distinctions within ordinary language. 


Three kinds of Speech Acts: the locutionary, the illocutionary, and the perlocutionary. 
Locutionary acts are uttered words (e.g., saying “Hello”); the illocutionary act is what we do in 
saying something (e.g., give a greeting, command, or promise); the perlocutionary act is what we 
bring about (e.g, persuading, surprising, etc.). This doctrine was presented in How To Do Things 

With Words. The real meaning is found not in the simple locution but in the illocution, namely, what 
the author meant by those words and what he wanted to accomplish by those words. 


Austin’s views are an attack on two philosophical perspectives: talk, either saying or 
acting, describes the word and the requirement of logical positivists for empirical verification. He 
calls those statements that are a correct description of reality, either it being true or false, ‘constative’ 
as compared to statements that do not describe reality and are neither true nor false (such as 
bequeathing, christening, or begetting). These have as their goal some ‘performative’ action. A 
constative statement must have some relevance associated with it and some object of reference. The 
performative however, have a descriptive element associated with them and can have truth values 
associated with them. Austin nonetheless finds a breakdown with these two types of statements are 
develops a new theory of speech acts. He breaks these down into three different types. There are 
great number of utterances, even those in the indicative mood—a statement of an objective fact—was 
such that it was impossible for these utterances to be characterized as either true or false. For 
example, “I will promise to meet you at three o’clock.” This statement only makes the promise but 
does not report on the promise that will happen. Or, “I promise that these brown chicken eggs are 
newly laid by my prominent hen.” This statement provides a guarantee but reports nothing about the 
guarantee. Statements like these are classified by Austin as “performance” statements that indicate 
that some performance of a particular act but do not report on the performance itself. It was this 
characteristic associated with utterances that drove Austin to formulate his theory of illocutionary 
forces. From this, he created a technical term called “constative” which refer to those statements that 
are naturally called true or false but yet when philosophers applied them he thought they were used in 
a too narrow sense. 


Criticism of Traditional Philosophy 


In How To Do Things With Words Austin provided what is needed for clarification in 
language as it relates to the traditional problems of philosophy. In his work Sense and Sensibilia, he 
focuses on the central problems associated with epistemology. He posits that one never directly 
perceives material things but rather only sense data (the idea or the content of the sense data) based 
upon the doctrine of illusion. Referring to Ayer, for example, he posits that illusions are actually 


confused with the meaning of delusions, a belief that one sees things that are in fact not there. For 
example, the stick that seems to be bent in the water is not an illusion at all. The discussion hinges on 
the complexity and differences in the use of the word “looks,” “appears,” and “seems.” In further 
discussions, he focuses on the traditional usage of the word “reality” and contrasts it with other 
words, such as “fake,” bogus,” toy,” etc. 


Perhaps more important is Austin’s discussion regarding the avoidance of over- simplification 
and hasty generalizations as it pertains to linguistic and nonlinguistic facts. He suggests that during 
some perceptions that curious things may come about due to a defect in sense abilities or there may be 
a peculiarity associated with the medium involved or a wrong assumption applied. The point that 
Austin makes is that philosophers’ uses of words cannot be ignored. They tend to use technical words 
for which they use a particular meaning for their purposes. 


In his work Sense and Sensibilia, he is interested in addressing the fact posed by others that a 
person does not directly perceive material objects (promoted by the likes of Ayer, Price, Berkeley, 
and Moore) but rather only perceive the sense data or sense perceptions. Austin believes that those 
who hold to their views are simply obsessed with a few words or facts which have not been carefully 
studied, understood, or described. He thinks that ‘sense datum theorists’ creates a hindrance for sense 
data in that one perceives ‘material objects.’ Austin disagrees because he does not think that one 
ordinarily uses the term ‘material object’ but instead names the object itself. Here the theorist limits 
the meaning of what can be perceived. They also suggest that if one perceives something that may not 
be there that deception has just entered the picture. (One sees a rainbow for example but the material 
object is not there.) They suggest that the ordinary person needs proof for every single case. Add to 
this, the sense data theorist suggests that there is never any absolute certainty in what is seen, only 
perception. Last, even the sense data cannot be trusted. It was Moore who stated that one is never 
directly acquainted with material objects.) Austin is therefore arguing that the sense data theorist 
claims that there can be no certainty concerning the external world thus undermining belief it. 


Concluding Comments 


Austin had a linguistics background as compared to a scientific one like his Cambridge 
contemporaries. Where Wittgenstein was interested in gross category mistakes related to language, 
Austin was interested in the finer details of language and words. He saw his position as part of the 
solutions to the traditional problems associated with philosophy. The outcome of Austin’s work, 
developed by his student John Searle, was that it laid a new foundation for the standard theory of 
speech acts as it pertains to individual sentences. There are overarching principles that govern all 
conversations so that the speaker conveys the right understanding to an audience and the audience 
understands properly what the speaker is attempting to convey. All of this is accomplished in as much 
and as little words as possible in order to briefly and clearly state what is necessary and in an 
unambiguous manner. Misunderstanding occurs when these maxims are not followed, either 
intentionally or mistakenly. This simple observation of language that helped solve many of the 
traditional philosophical problems associated with epistemology, semantics, and ethics. Of course, its 
primary value lay in clarification of meaning, not in verification of truth. Its value was 
methodological but not metaphysical. 


Introduction: The Roots of Conventionalism 
Conventionalism and the Theory of Meaning 


Conventionalism is the theory that holds to the idea that meaning is relative. However, if truth 
claims provide meaningful statements, then it follows that truth is relative. (This conclusion is 
opposed to the Platonic view that absolute truth exists—truths that are true at all times, in all place, 
and for all people.) Conventionalists contend that meaning changes in order to fit each unique 
situation. This would mean that language would have no essence of itself. Some of the modern 
proponents of linguistic conventionalism philosophy are Ferdinand Saussure (1857—1913), 
considered as one of the fathers of 20" century linguistics), Gottlob Fregge (b. 1925), German 
mathematician, logician, and philosopher, and Ludwig Wittgenstein (see above). 


Symbols and Meaning 


Conventionalists state that there is a significant difference between symbols and meaning. 
Other than natural symbols (smoke indicating fire) and onomatopoetic terms (like “crash,” “bang,” 
“boom’) where the sound is the meaning, virtually all linguists acknowledge that symbols are 
conventionally relative. For example, the word ‘down’ has no intrinsic meaning. ‘Down’ can refer to 
ducks’ feathers, a lower position, a psychological state, a type of mountain landscape, a southern 
direction, or an attempt of a football player carrying the ball. In addition, the same or similar group of 
sounds may have a far different meaning in another language(s). This scenario is true for most words. 
Words that convey meaning are relative; it is not implying that the meaning of a sentence is culturally 
relative. Individual symbols are relative but not the significance of combining symbols in a sentence. 
Therefore, the basic idea of Conventionalism is that language (meaning) has no form or essence. 
Linguistic meaning is derived from the changing and relative experience on which language is based. 
Ludwig Wittgenstein is a clear example of a conventionalist view of meaning. 


Conventionalism Evaluated 


However, conventionalism has serious flaws if it is to be used as a theory of meaning. The 
following is a summary of these flaws and shortcomings. 


1. It is a self-falsifying. If the theory were correct and had meaning, then the statement “All 
linguistic meaning is conventional” would be relative and ultimately meaningless. Conventionalist 
who makes such statements assumes that their sentences have objective meaning. He is in effect 
making a meaningful statements arguing that there are no objectively meaningful statements 


2. If conventionalism was correct, then universal statements would not be able to be translated 
into other languages as universal statements. However, this is not the case. “All triangles have three 
sides.” is understood to be universally true in everywhere and at all times to all people. The same is 
true of the universal trans-cultural statement: “All wives are married women.” 


3. If conventionalism were true, one would not know any truth prior to knowing the context of 
that truth in that language. There would not be any universal truths in any language. 


4. Conventionalism confuses the source of meaning with its ultimate ground. It 
conventionalism were true, then one would not know any truth prior to knowing the conventions of 
that truth in that language. The source of a person’s knowledge is not social but logical and represents 
a first principle of logic in that the predicate is reducible to the subject. It is true by definition, not 
acculturation. 


5. Fifth, if conventionalism were correct, no meaning would be possible. If all meaning is 
based on changing experience, which in turn gets meaning from changing experience, there is no basis 
for meaning. 


6. Conventionalism has only an internal criterion for meaning. However, internal criteria do 
not help adjudicate meaning conflicts of the same statement from different worldview vantage points. 
For example, either a theist or a pantheist can make the statement “God is a Necessary Being.” The 
words in themselves, without objective definitions behind them to fall back to, lack any sort of 
relation to truth. The theist and pantheist can argue and leave one another with the impression that they 
believe the same things about God. By being able to unpack firm meanings for God and Necessary 
Being, the conversants can discuss the differences in their worldviews. It is easy to see that no truly 
descriptive knowledge of God is possible for a conventionalist. If language is strictly based in 


experience, then it tells only what God seems to be to us in our experience. It cannot tell us what he 
really is in himself. 


7. Conventionalism rests on a circular justification. It does not justify its claims, but only 
merely asserts them. A conventionalist asked for the basis of this belief that all meaning is 
conventional cannot give a nonconventional basis. 


8. Conventionalists often distinguish between surface and depth grammar that ends up 
avoiding some of their dilemmas. However, such a distinction assumes that they have a vantage point 
independent of language and experience. Conventionalism, by its very nature, does not allow such a 
vantage point outside one’s culture. 


The conventionalists’ theory of meaning is a form of semantic relativism. Like other forms of 
relativism, conventionalism is self-defeating. The very theory that all meaning is relative is itself a 
nonrelative concept. It is a meaningful statement intended to apply to all meaningful statements. It is a 
nonconventional statement claiming that all statements are conventional. 


Sources on Conventionalism 


A conventionalist theory of meaning is rooted in G. Fregge, Uber Sinn und Bedeutung (“On 
Sense and Reference’) in P. Geach, ed. and trans., Zranslations from the Philosophical Writings of 
Gottlob Fregge and F. Saussure, Cours de Linguistique Generale (1916); Course in General 
Linguistics. It was expounded by opposed by Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. It 
was opposed by Plato in Cratylus in the ancient world and by St. Augustine (Against the Academics) 
and Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1.84—85 in medieval times. Modern proponents against it 
include E. Gilson, Linguistics and Philosophy and J. Harris, Against Relativism. 


Introduction 


The pragmatic movement is for the most part an American phenomenon even though there 
were traces of it in German and English philosophies. It was the most influential philosophy and 
movement in America during the first quarter of the twentieth century. As a movement, it rejected 
much of the traditional academic philosophy out of concern to establish certain positive goals. 
Pragmatism emphasizes interpreting truth through consequences. It was first used by Charles Peirce in 
the 1870’s and later further refined by William James as a theory of truth. It expanded further and was 
propagated by John Dewey (see below) and F. C. S. Schiller. However, because pragmatism is an 
evolving philosophical movement, it is treated here as a group of theoretical ideas and attitudes that 
have developed over time in Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey (see below), 
to have had several shifts in its direction and formulation. Even though there is still an interest in the 
philosophies of those just mentioned, pragmatism as a movement has faded in recent times. However, 
it has helped shaped the modern conception of philosophy; it provided a method for investigation and 
helped in clarifying communication. 


Pragmatism is associated with a particular view of the nature of truth: “a statement is true in 
so far as it works for me.” Pierce distinguished several kinds of truth. Transcendental truth has to do 
with the real character of things—they have them whether they are realized or not. Complex truth, 
either ethical or veracity, is the truth of propositions aligned with belief: Logical truth is the truth of a 
proposition as it relates to reality. When it comes to the truth or falsity of a proposition, the 
determining factor is the experience associated with it. If experience cannot provide a refutation, then 
the proposition is true; a proposition is false if it can be backed by an accompanying experience. 
However, it should be noted that Charles Sanders Pierce (1839—1914) does not claim that truth and 
empirical verification are the same thing. He is saying that a statement is true if it cannot be 
empirically falsified, if such a test was available. Pierce considers pragmatism to be a method of 
reflection that assists in making ideas clear. His pragmatism is a rejection of nominalism—where 
universals are mere names—and the acceptance of realism. 


Ferdinand Canning Scott Schiller (1864—1937) was of German decent, educated in England, 
and was an instructor at Cornell University in America. Schiller was less inclined as compared to 
William James (see below) to indulge in metaphysical speculations. Schiller did have an 
anthropocentric (human-centered) outlook to the world where it demanded that man should view the 
world as a changing modification that man can mold. He attributes the aesthetic to metaphysics rather 
than some value of truth. His conclusion was no doubt fostered by his empirical verification stand- 
point. Schiller’s main contribution was in the area of logic and contains more detail than James. 


WILLIAM JAMES (A. D. 1842 - 1910) 


Introduction 


William James was one of the most popular philosophers in American history, though he had 
no disciples and very few followers. He promoted a “radical empiricism’ which also had few 
subscribers. Most of his students became what was coined as the “new realists” which did follow 
certain thoughts of James but instead drew different conclusion. As a self-proclaimed radical 
empiricist, he was in principle opposed to traditional metaphysics in general and stood in opposition 
to absolute realism in particular. However, he did have a great respect for religion and sought to 
justify it on pragmatic grounds without compromising his pro-science worldview. James was inspired 
by Charles Sanders Pierce and attempted to expand the principles of pragmatism and apply them to 
the difficulties associated with philosophy in an attempt to revolutionize philosophical thought. Peirce 
initiated the use of ‘pragmatism,’ however it was James who revived it in 1889, though giving full 
credit for the term to Pierce. However, the manner in which James used it was renounced by Pierce. 


The Life of William James 


William James was born in New York in 1842. His mother was Mary Robertson Walsh James 
and his father was Henry James, Sr., an eccentric theologian who followed the mystical doctrines of 
Emanuel Swedenborg (1688—1772). William’s paternal grandfather was an Irish Presbyterian and a 
very successful businessman who amassed a large fortune. When James Sr. was left with a large sum 
of money from his father’s inheritance, he decided on a life of leisure and the writing on subjects of 
theology and philosophy. James Sr. had associations with Oliver Wendell Holmes and Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. Young William James paternal grandfather was Irish and a Calvinist. 


The James household did not adhere to any strict forms of religion. The family had many 
spirited philosophical conversations on a wide variety of topics. William was among three brothers, 
one of which was to become a novelist, and one sister. From 1855 to 1860, James primary education 
was received in schools in England, France, Switzerland, and Germany. James’ interests were 
divided between the natural sciences and the painting arts. In 1860, James decided to focus on 
becoming a painter much to his father’s dislike. After he realized that he could only become a 
mediocre artist, he redirected his interests. In 1861, he attended the Lawrence Scientific School at 
Harvard and began studying chemistry. He later studied anatomy, physiology and evolution. In 1864, 
he transferred to the medical school. While attending school in 1865/66, he accompanied an 
expedition to Brazil where he contacted smallpox. In 1867, illness and the desire to further his 
education in experimental physiology, he went to Germany. In the following year, he received his 
medical degree at Cambridge. He later began teaching anatomy and philosophy at Harvard in 1873, 
psychology in 1875, and philosophy again in 1879. In 1878 at the age of thirty-six, he married Alice 
Howe Gibbens. 


James had suffered an emotional ‘philosophical’ crisis in 1870. He suffered from the 
realization that he lacked moral strength leaving him feeling weak. James was a religious man like his 
father. He struggled between the concepts of a scientific worldview that excluded the freedom of the 
will and the religious worldview that included it along with the belief in God. His belief in the 
freedom of the will was aided by the writings of French philosopher Charles Renouvier (1815— 
1903). His thought for a cure was his philosophical justification in believing in the freedom of the 
will of man. It was this idea about the freedom of the will that moved his philosophy to maturity, 
leading to a defense of free will, moralism, and belief. He continued to teach until his resignation 
with Harvard in 1907. 


The Works of William James 


One of James’ prominent writing is the Principles of Psychology (1890) which is both a 
literary and scientific work. James writing in psychology is a standard text and authority on 
psychology. The following is a list of other works by William James: The Will to Believe and Other 
Essays (1897), The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), Pragmatism (1907), A Pluralistic 
Universe (1909), The Meaning of Truth (1909). The works published posthumously were Memories 
and Studies (1911), Human Immortality, Some Problems of Philosophy (1911), and Essays in 
Radical Empiricism (1912). His Varieties of Religious Experience is considered a classic in the 
field. 


In the preface of The Will to Believe, he states his philosophical position as that of ‘radical 
empiricism.’ He states that the meaning behind this is that the conclusions concerning matters of fact 
are hypotheses that are liable for future modification. In his work Some Problems of Philosophy, 
empiricism ids contrasted with rationalism. Rationalists are the men of principles whereas the 
empiricists are men of facts. Second, the rationalist moves from the whole to the parts, from universal 
to the particular, and makes truth claims based on deduction. The empiricist however begins with 
particulars and moves to the whole through induction. 

His Philosophy 

The manner in which pragmatism is generally used is credited to James. His pragmatic 
method for testing truth (different from the pragmatic theory of the nature of truth) is initiated by first 
determining whet an idea really means based upon the facts. He was a pragmatist in his theory of truth 
and ethics holding to the simple view: “Does it work?” In James' own words, "what concrete 
difference will its being true make in one's actual life?" Truth is not inherent in an idea. "Truth 
happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by events.” These facts must be confirmed by some 
kind of observation or experiment. If there is substantiation, then the associated idea must be 
considered true; if there is a positive result from a test, then the idea is devoid of truth. Truth, then, is 
not inherent in an idea. “Truth happens in an idea. It becomes true, is made true, by events.” The 
worldview that works best is true (Essays in Pragmatism, 160-61; all citations in this article are 
from the writings of James. His pragmatic method does not commit to any particular philosophy. 
James did not hold to an a priori metaphysics especially seen in his Principles of Psychology where 
he means by metaphysics as “scholastic rational psychology’ or “philosophical psychology.” 
However, he did side with a posteriori metaphysics which is similar to science in that it is 
descriptive and theoretical. In regard to science, further experimentation via scientific methods is 
used for confirmation. In regards to moral beliefs, consequences are observed. If an action is right, 
then the greatest amount of good will be gained in the long run. (James is evidently a Unitarian—tright 


and wrong are determined by consequences.) In all other cases, such as belief in God, if a person 
feels happier, is more useful to other, has greater confidence and courage, then that person has a right 
to accept and believe in the existence of God. If religious belief can be justified and based more than 
just on a single occurrence, it must also continue to be justified. 


The appeal to experience is not new to philosophy. James was following in the traditions of 
empiricism. In British empiricism, there was the focus on epistemology—what can be known—but 
James opens up the borders and rules nothing out. His empiricism is more cosmological allowing a 
broader framework associated with experience. However, James’s meaning behind this ‘experience’ 
remains somewhat imprecise. 


James was influenced by the Darwinian theory of evolution. Feelings that evolve somehow 
say something about the world. However, religious experience is not justified by evolution (and 
neither is anything else particularly) but it 1s not discarded either. Religion and irreligion however 
have equal footing. To James, it was religious experience that mattered, not religious doctrine. When 
religion is void of experience, then it becomes “fossil conventionalism”’ (The Literary Remains of 
the Late Henry James, 1885). 


Religious truth can only be confirmed when it makes some concrete and specific prediction 
about the world’s future. These religious hypotheses are either supported or refuted according to 
James’ pragmatism or his theory of belief which is presented in his essay “The Will to Believe.” This 
essay argues for the right to believe, primarily in regards to moral actions, and provides some 
direction regarding religious interpretation. 


His View of God 


Religious experience is acceptable if there is warrant to believe as such since it does suggest 
that perhaps there is a “higher part of the universe” that is beyond the immediate experiences of the 
senses. However, James’ supernaturalism has its limits—it cannot be the infinite and omnipotent God 
of traditional theism. James’ god is finite (and perhaps even a combination of multiple gods) and 
works to some ultimate good. This god avoided being “the hallow unreal God of scholastic theology 
[theism], or the unintelligible pantheistic monster” (Pluralistic Universe, 316). The theistic God is so 
transcendently distinct from his creatures that mankind and God have nothing in common (Ibid., 26), 
and this pantheistic God swallows all people in the absolute unity of its consciousness. James 
position fits neatly with his finite godism where he accepts a “superhuman consciousness” who was 
not all-embracing but was rather finite in power and/or knowledge (Ibid., 311). “All the evidence we 
[as people] have seems to me to sweep us very strongly towards the belief in some form of 
superhuman life with which we may, unknown to ourselves, be co-conscious” (Ibid., 309). The focal 
point to this is that he posits some greater power that 1s friendly to humankind and human ideals. Such 
a power “should be both other and larger than our conscious selves” (Varieties of Religious 
Experience, 396). 


James was careful not to claim too much about God which would border on over-belief. He 
speculated very little about his own over-beliefs. He concluded his classic Varieties of Religious 
Experience, ““Who knows whether the faithfulness of individuals here below to their own poor over- 
beliefs may not actually help God in turn to be more effectively faithful to his own greater tasks?” 
(391). What was certain to him was that there is something “more” out there with which human beings 
can feel connected to as “a subconscious continuation of our conscious life.” Shying away from the 
idea of over-belief and replacing it with what is common and generic, there is some sort of ‘saving 


experience’ that comes from a positive content associated with religious experience. This 
‘experience’ at least, James confessed, 1s literally and objectively true (Ibid., 386, 388). 


Even though there are particular differences in the various worldviews in how they express 
ideals about God, James observed that all religious experiences had one thing in common: “they all 
agree that the ‘more’ really exists; though some of them hold it to exist in the shape of a personal god 
or gods, while others are satisfied to conceive it as a stream of ideal tendency embedded in the 
eternal structure of the world.” He also found that there were generic agreements among religions 
when considering the god(s) acts—it is beneficial to give one’s life to him/them. James noticed the 
difference in these religions was how they explained what was meant by the union of man with the 
divine that comes with religious experience (Ibid., 385). Anything beyond this was speculative over- 
belief. Christian theism, for example, would define the ‘more’ as Yahweh God and the union with 
God based on the righteousness of Christ. Such beliefs according to James were mere speculation. 


The Nature of the Universe 


Taking a pluralistic position, James says that these two see the history of the world the same. 
The theist hypothesizes and says that God put the world in motion whereas the materialist says that 
matter got it going. From the pragmatic perspective, no future details are available, therefore the 
discussion stalls. However, if the dilemma is looked at prospectively (rather than retrospectively), in 
regards to what future promises are made by both camps, then theism seems to win because of its 
prediction of an ideal order. Somehow God would not allow total destruction of his work. However, 
the materialist can only hope for improved human ideals and achievements. Weighing in all things, 
theism seems to win out based upon the inner personal continuous conscious experiences. However, 
at the same time, James looks at the suffering and evil in the world and draws the conclusion towards 
finite godism—God is limited in what he can do. 


James was opposed to both pantheism and materialism/atheism. He claimed that the world 
was not reducible to matter, nor was it pure mind or spirit. Instead, James took a pluralistic view of 
the universe—it contained many diverse things. Nevertheless, the universe is not truly distinct from 
God. He states that “[t]he theistic conception [of the world], picturing God and his creation as entities 
distinct from each other, still leaves the human subject outside of the deepest reality in the universe” 
(Pluralistic Universe, 25). James’s distinctive views identify him as close in thought to what would 
later be called “panentheism’—God animates the world the way a soul does a body. 


His View of Miracles 


James labels the Christian miracle-working God as “grotesque” in conforming nature to 
human wants. He states that “[t]he God whom science recognizes must be a God of universal laws 
exclusively, a God who does a wholesale, not a retail business” (Varieties, 372-74). James’s God 1s 
organically connected with the world. He continues: “The divine can mean no single quality, 1t must 
mean a group of qualities, by being champions of which in alternation, different men may all find 
worthy missions. Each attitude being a syllable in human nature’s total message, it takes the whole of 
us to spell the meaning out completely” (Ibid., 368). 


Even though James’s view carries a naturalistic tone, he did consider the supernormal. He 
surmised that Christianity surrendered to naturalism too easily by taking its precepts regarding the 
physical sciences at face value. Naturalism, by contrast, is "...the curdling cold and gloom and 
absence of all permanent meaning....” Which “is in a position similar to that of a set of people living 
on a frozen lake, surrounded by cliffs over which there is no escape" (Ibid., 122). Like Kant, James 


believed theistic supernaturalism was unnecessarily confining itself to sentiments about life as a 
whole, which theism views too optimistically. In this over-optimistic, universalistic way of looking at 
the ideal world, practicality disappears (ibid.). James’ further “refined” supernaturalism admits 
“providential leadings, and finds no intellectual difficulty in mixing the ideal and the real world 
together by interpolating influences from the ideal religion among the forces that causally determine 
the real world’s details” (Ibid., 392). 


James did hold to a worldview of reality that was broader that the one accepted by science. 
"The God whom science recognizes must be a God of universal laws exclusively, a God who does a 
wholesale, not a retail business" (James, Varieties, 372-374). He spoke of his "own inability to 
accept either popular Christianity or scholastic theism..." (Ibid., 393) because he believed it 
surrendered too easily to naturalism. Although he was willing to use the term supernatural, he did not 
mean it is the theistic sense. He would not accept the idea of “miraculous healings,” which was a 
prevalent thought in the late nineteenth century. He objected to any supernatural interruption of a 
natural process where these phenomena must be dismissed by the scientist as figments of the 
imagination. With almost prophetic awareness of the next century, James added, “No one can foresee 
just how far this legitimation of occultist phenomena under newly found scientist titles may proceed— 
even ‘prophecy,’ even ‘levitation,’ might creep into the pale” (Ibid., 378). 

However, there was another sort of everyday miraculous activity that was more gladly 
received—God’s subtle, even subliminal influences on man through the natural world. If “there be a 
wider world of being than that of our everyday consciousness, if in it there be forces whose effects on 
us are intermittent, if one facilitating condition of the effects be the openness of the ‘subliminal’ door, 
we have the elements of a theory to which the phenomena of religious life lend plausibility.” James 
was so impressed by the importance of these “transmundane energies” that he believed they 
influenced the natural world (Ibid., 394). 


Based on his denial of the miraculous, except within stringent naturalistic guidelines, James 
also denied any life-changing conversion experience. James skeptically claimed that “converted men 
as a class are indistinguishable from natural men; some natural men even excel some converted men 
in their fruits.” He continues and states that even “[t]he believers in the non-natural character of 
sudden conversion have had practically to admit that there is no unmistakable class-mark distinctive 
of all true converts” (Ibid., 192). 


His View on the Nature of Truth 


James’ pragmatic method is a test of truth wherein a hypothesis is verified by its consequence. 
Though this is a form of empiricism, it also relates to realism. If there is something that ‘ought’ to be 
believed, then this ‘ought’ must be explained in concrete terms. Truth is something of which we man 
must be fully aware, if he is to not perish. For in the long run we cannot live with what is false 
because reality compels us to live in truth. There may be some raw obsession that may account for the 
existence of authoritative truth. Men create truth as a result of their activity. This view of human 
activity in the world is called ‘humanism.’ Truth and falsity apply to the ideas that are focused on 
objects. These ideas are mutable in the sense that they can be modified or used to replace one idea for 
another. Ideas then are judged as better or worse falling between some ideal limits called truth and 
falsity. In James views truth associated with the good—truth 1s an invention rather than a discovery. 
And again, he is arguing that these truths are ideas that ‘work’ which leads to some sort of satisfaction 
and success. 


According to James, the nature of truth is not a direct disclosure of or correspondence with a 
certain reality but rather is a relationship between human ideas and the rest of human experience. The 
traditional theory of truth is that which agrees with reality. James responds by asking, in what sense 
do true ideas agree with reality? Do these ideas copy it? Ideas agree with reality only in the sense that 
acting upon the idea leads to a satisfactory consequence. Truth for him is a certain property of beliefs, 
not of things. Realities ave and beliefs associated with them are true. Truth and falsity are predicated 
on propositions not on ‘things’ or ‘facts.’ Truth according to James is a relation between one part of 
experience and another. The truth of an idea is found in the process of its verification or validation. 
He also allows for those truths that can or could be verified in the future—these being truths in 
process. 


Truths are the normal functions if ideas that are a part of life. Truths frequently change 
especially those scientific truths that change from time to time. Truth is associated with actions that 
take place in the future. Sometimes the past changes as well like, for example, the reasons why the 
United States has entered wars. Truth 1s what works at the time in light of that present situation. 


James goes into further detail regarding circumstances. There are three kinds of realities in 
which a judgment must conform to some truth. First, there are those concrete facts of sense. Second, 
there are abstracts, such as math and logic. Third, there are other existing truths that affect the truth 
that is being sought. 


James should not be misunderstood as claiming that just because a falsehood works that it can 
be labeled true if it worked or was beneficial to believe init. When a truth works for James, it has to 
mediate between all other previous truth and possible future experiences. When a truth works, there is 
a measure of satisfaction associated with it. In addition, James is not promoting the belief in any 
proposition but rather believing in a proposition that is right to believe in. True then is defined as 
something that follows logically to a verification or towards a likely verification in the future, a case 
being potentially true. According to James, there is the human element of belief and knowledge. This 
human element finds a certain amount of satisfactoriness of opinion in distinguishing between truth 
from falsity. This methodology is based on standards within the experience and not outside the 
experience. The humanist regards truth as changing with experience whereas James, the pragmatist, 
views the world as an unfinished, changing, and growing experience. 


His View of Human Beings 


Human beings have two dimensions—spiritual as well as a material property. Evolution has 
formed the lower forms of life. Now humankind has reached a point of immortality. James rejects the 
naturalist’s assumption that the mind cannot survive death (see immortality below) because the 
‘thinking’ is merely a function of the brain. He states that “[d]ependence on the brain for this natural 
life would in no wise make mortal life impossible—it might be quite compatible with supernatural 
life behind the veil hereafter” (see Human Immortality, 24, 38-39). Science can prove only the 
concomitance in the functioning of mind and brain; the dependence of the mind on the brain has not 
thereby been proven (Ibid., 42-43). 


View of Good and Evil and Freedom of the Will 


James did not find the answer to these questions either from Spencer’s mechanical evolution 
or Royce’s absolute idealism. Rather, as a pragmatist is concerned to know whether or not people 
make a difference in the world. As James considers his psychology background and considers what is 
carried to the next generation through heredity, influences made from environment, and our past 


habits, there is still the issue of human choice. James positions himself as an indeterminist in that he 
thinks that humans can direct his own attentions, create new habits and break down old ones, and thus 
become to a certain extent masters of their own futures. These free choices enable a future world to 
be improved. The world is a mixture of both good and evil. Coupled to James’ doctrine of chance is 
the idea that looking back into history some things seems to have been determined things. 


James did believe that “saintliness” flowed from religious experience thus rejecting 
Nietzsche’s view that the saint is a weak individual. James pointed to such strong figures as Joan of 
Are and Oliver Cromwell as counter-examples. James praised the holy life, saying that it gave 
religion its “towering place in history” even when other aspects of faith did not stand up to practical 
common sense and empirical testing. He goes on and says, “Let us be saints, then, if we can, whether 
or not we succeed visibly and temporarily” (Varieties, 290). 


As a relativist, he believed that “there is no such thing as an ethical philosophy dogmatically 
made up in advance” (Essays, 65). Thus, he did not believe in any absolute standard for the saintly 
life of good. Each person must find what works best for them. James offers only the general guideline 
that man should avoid “pure naturalism’ on the one hand, because of its ineptness, and “pure 
salvationism’ on the other, because of its other-worldliness (Varieties, 140). The human race as a 
whole helps in this process to determine the content of ethical philosophy as contributors to the race’s 
moral life. 


Despite his relativistic morality and tendency toward pantheism, James sharply parted with 
most pantheists in that he believed that evil is real, rather than just an illusion. He thought that both 
pantheism and theism were too radical of a break between concepts of absolute and relative morality. 
In effect, he sought to give quasi-absolute force to a set of universally accepted moral guidelines, 
even though they could not be called “absolutes.” While the system may seem to hold together by 
weak threads, the connecting tie is pragmatism: “‘The true,’ to put it briefly, is only the expedient in 
the way of our thinking, just as ‘the right’ is only the expedient in the way of our behaving” (Essays, 
170). 


Human Destiny 


James was opposed to both the optimistic and pessimistic views of human destiny. He could 
not agree with those who believed the world could not be salvaged. Optimism thinks the world’s 
salvation inevitable. Midway between these two teachings was the doctrine of meliorism—teaching 
that while the world is not absolutely good nor absolutely bad, improvement is possible—which 
treats salvation as neither necessary nor impossible. As a pragmatist, James felt compelled to accept 
change-for-the-better in the world as probable but not inevitable. James goes onto say that 
“Tp |ragmatism has to postpone a dogmatic answer, for we do not yet know certainly which type of 
religion is going to work best in the long run” (Pragmatism and Other Essays, 125, 132). 


James’s realism led him to reject universalism’s belief that all must be saved. “When the cup 
is poured off, the dregs are left behind forever, but the possibility of what is poured off is sweet 
enough to accept” (Ibid., 130). To justify his position, he provides the following scenario: 


Suppose that the world’s author put the case to you before creation, saying: “I am going 
to make a world not certain to be saved, a world the perfection of which shall be 
conditional merely, the condition being that each does its own ‘level best.’ I offer you the 
chance of taking part in such a world. Its safety, you see, is unwarranted. It is a real 
adventure, with real danger, yet it may win through [sic]. It is a social scheme of co- 


operative work genuinely to be done. Will you join the procession? Will you trust 
yourself and trust the other agents enough to face the risk?” (Ibid., 127) 


James believed that most people would take the adventurous risk in favor of non-existence. This he 
sees as the current condition of the world. 


An Evaluation of William James 


James said many things with which even an orthodox Christian could agree. For example, he 
rejected that man is only a material being and accepts the possibility of immortality. He 
acknowledges the reality of evil and that humanity was more than just matter. He also rejected 
pantheism and avoided atheism. Even though he was not a theist, he did believe in some sort of god 
and his (its) work in the created order. Indeed, James was not even a Universalist since he accepted 
the possibility of some sort of ultimate loss for the reprobate. If man wanted to believe in God, he had 
the right to do so. James saw value of belief in man’s life and commended holy and righteous living. 


However, James’ notion of finite godism is contrary to orthodox theism because it posited 
limitations on God. This particular view left him without any full assurance of a final victory over 
evil—a finite God does not have the power to assure final triumph. He also rejected supernaturalism 
because it seemed to be illogical to him. However, he did admire the impact of believers, those who 
believed in the supernatural, on the world, like those of Cromwell, and Stonewell Jackson, and the 
advancements in educational and social institutions, hospitals, the Red Cross, abolition of slavery, 
and rescue missions. 


Lastly, his pragmatism in the end does not work. The only way it can is if man had infinite 
knowledge of all possible consequences to every possible action. Neither does James’ denial of 
absolutes work. For James, the only right way to live was by the expedient as the truth was the 
expedient in the way of knowing. It was one of his Harvard colleagues, Josiah Royce, who penetrated 
James’ pragmatism when he asked if he would take the witness stand in a courtroom and swear “‘to 
tell the expedient, the whole expedient, and nothing but the expedient, so help him future experience!” 


James’ Influence on the “New Realism” 


William James is considered by some to be the forerunner of what was labeled the “New 
Realism.” This doctrine was promoted by the following scholars: Edwin Bissell Holt, Walter Taylor 
Marvin, William Pepperell Montaque, Ralph Barton Perry, Walter Boughton Pitkin, and Edward 
Gleason Spaulding. This doctrine’s focal point is the rejection of John Locke’s epistemological 
dualism. Some of James’s doctrines can lead to this conclusion. However, for James’ consciousness 
is teleological—human freedom can make a difference in world events by assisting God in the 
carrying out these events. The following 1s a list of those ideals that lead to this conclusion. 


1. James did not regard the mind as creative but rather selective. Regarding moral conduct, 
all thoughts are selective when viewing from available option presented before it, 1.e., the 
mind does not produce the options but rather chooses from among the best options. 

2. Consciousness is not its own distinct existence. Instead, consciousness is a grouping— 
choosing from selection of objects picked out by the organism (mind). 

3. Pure experience is a neutral thing. Consciousness is a collection of pure experiences that 
are practical and functional. 


The new realists implied that knowledge is an external thing. This view then posits the 


impossibility of an a priori world. Man normally thinks of objects in the world existing independent 
of knowing but the new realists say that there is no substantial difference between mind and matter. 
They attempted to do this by eliminating consciousness and explaining awareness of an object simply 
as a response by an organism—a motion of particles. Cognition belongs to the same world as the 
world of objects, thus rejecting representationalism—no object image. This becomes a sticking point 
is when the inquiry is made concerning memory’s recall of past events. The answer calls for brain 
states sustained by extra-organic causes (Montaque, The New Realism). 


Sources Used in Expounding and Evaluating the Philosophy of William James 
E. J. Carnell, An Introduction to Christian Apologetics, chaps. 16, 17 
N. L. Geisler, Jf God, why Evil? 

, and W. Watkins, Worlds Apart, chapter 6. 

W. James, A Pluralistic Universe. 


, Essays in Pragmatism. 
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, Pragmatism and Other Essays. 
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JOHN DEWEY (A. D. 1859 - 1952) 


Introduction 


Probably the most eminent American philosophers that has appeared in the twentieth century 
are Josiah Royce, William James, and John Dewey, resulting in nearly every philosopher and 
educator being influenced by one of these great thinkers. Royce set his emphasis in the old and 
cultured America finding his refuge in the Absolute. James lived in the upper Northeast and finding 
much disorder in the world, he sought to analyze the psychological and religious approaches to these 
problems. Dewey however, seemed to understand America better than the other two, at least 
according to his followers. Dewey has been called the father of the modern American education 
because of his immense influence in this area. He signed the Humanist Manifesto (1933) and was a 
leader in the movement to turn education toward secular humanism. As a philosopher and writer he is 
closely identified with the philosophy of instrumentalism, also known as progressivism or pragmatic 
humanism. 


John Dewey was the leader in the pragmatic movement in social and political philosophy. He 
thought the role of social philosophy was to help men solve social problems by supplying men the 
theories used in projects of reform. He also rallied for increased democratization of American life in 
order to equalize wealth and seek the elimination of the privilege class. Therefore, the task of 
philosophy was to clear out the obstacles so that these goals could be met. His social experiment was 
to allow all to flourish. In order to accomplish this on an individual basis, he advocated the 
“application of intelligence—free and open discussion of many participants—to solving problems.” 


His Life and Works 


John Dewey was born and native to Burlington, Vermont. After three years of high school 
education, he went under the private tutelage of Henry Augustus Pearson Torrey (1837—1902, 
considered an Intuitionist) who was then professor of philosophy at the University of Vermont. Under 
Torrey’s guidance, Dewey studied the history of philosophy and philosophical German in the native 
language. After studying at the University of Vermont, he became a high school teacher. It was his 
essay on the metaphysical assumptions of materialism that in part led him to enter John Hopkins 
University (JHU) where he later completed his graduate (1884) and received his doctorate degree 
from George Sylvester Morris (1840—1889) who studied philosophy and theology at Union 
Theological Seminary, New York, was an educator and philosophical writer and authored 
Philosophy and Christianity). While at JHU, he studied C.S. Pierce first pragmatists, G.S. Hall, the 
first American experimental psychologist, G. S. Morris a neo-Hegelian, and T. H. Huxley, through 
whom he became interested in philosophy. His dissertation was on the psychology of Kant. It was 
Morris who taught Dewey about Kant and Hegel which sparked in him an interest for other British 
Neo-Hegelians. Dewey then followed Morris to the University of Michigan (UOM). Dewey became 


dissatisfied with the pure speculation of philosophy and rather sought ways to make philosophy more 
relevant to the practical dealings of men. In 1904, Dewey became professor of philosophy at 
Columbia University where he was professor emeritus in 1929. While at Columbia University, he 
defended his foe, Bertrand Russell. He later held a full professorship at the University of Minnesota 
before succeeding Morris (d. 1889) at the UOM. 


Some believe that Dewey’s most significant years were spent at the University of Chicago 
between 1894 and 1904. This opportunity gave him a chance to work out his diverse interests, 
especially those of social and urban life mixing with workers, union organizers, and political 
radicals. It was here that he launched out of his Neo-Hegelianism and began his Instrumentalism, also 
called Operationalism. He found that the mid-westerners were a practical folk where this carried 
over to their educational system as well. The students seemed to want an education that would benefit 
their future vocations. He saw that the student body was diverse and represented many nationalities. 
His conclusion: anybody was as good as anybody else and there really were no ‘native’ instincts 
providing any consequence to the human race. All that man does is a result of habits that can be 
modified through education and, equal opportunities for such should be open to a// men. Since the 
political, economic, and social structure of the mid-westerners was quickly changing, Dewey 
believed that education was needed in order to prepare for a better democracy. Noting should stand 
in the way of social reconstruction. It was Dewey who sought to be a reformer in order to make 
everything socialized without becoming socialistic. He believed that education should be available 
on equal terms to children and adults of all races, religions, and social classes. 


The Writings of John Dewey 


In 1904, Dewey went to Columbia University in New York City to teach in the philosophy 
department until his retirement in 1929. John Dewey wrote a variety of works on a several topics. 
His more technical writings include: Experience and Nature, The Quest for Certainty (1929), and 
Logic. He also wrote Essays in Experimental Logic. His more popular works are School and 
Society, How We Think, Human Nature and Conduct (1922), The Public and Its Problems, Freedom 
and Culture, A Common Faith (1934), The Study of Ethics: A Syllabus (1894), Democracy and 
Education (1916), and Characters and Events. He also wrote The Influence of Darwin on 
Philosophy and Other Essays in Contemporary Thought (1910). Dewey also wrote many articles 
that appeared in the Journal of Philosophy. His Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920) was probably 
his most popular work. In his The Quest for Certainty (1929), he proposed an ‘experimental theory 
of knowing’ that was to improve upon empiricism and rationalism and epistemology of Kant. Dewey 
wrote many books and numerous articles on topics ranging from education and democracy 
(Democracy and Education, 1916), to psychology (Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to 
Social Psychology, 1930), logic (Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, 1938), and even art (Art as 
Experience, 1934). His view of God and religion is best expressed in A Common Faith (1934). 


Dewey’s View on Society and Philosophy 


Dewey blames the improper divisions of society into conflicting groups on the dualisms 
associated with general and educational philosophy. Society had been divided into classes where 
there were those in the cultural education and those in the humble vocational group. Aristocrats, such 
as Plato and Aristotle, looked down on skilled worker and put too much stock in the intellectual 
speculation without the practical. Descartes and his successors placed too much emphasis on the 
nature-mind dualism. Hobbes and Bentham looked at life from an egocentric perspective. Dewey 


however sees some merit is studying the history of philosophy, however done very carefully and 
critically. Dewey thought that philosophy should rise out of problems found in social life. Philosophy 
is thinking—seeing unsolved problems, viewing difficulties, then suggesting solutions. Philosophers 
are likely to offer these solutions inspired by their own social class. This is where the connection is 
to be made between philosophy and education. Education evaluates rival philosophical alternatives. 
It has in a sense a two-fold agenda: first, criticize existing objectives against existing science; second, 
separate the obsolete from those objectives that can be reconstructed to meet the intensions of the 
current social situation. It is education then that is the laboratory where these new philosophical 
doctrines can be tested. This is Dewey’s instrumentalism. 


The key to his instrumentalism is experience. In his early days, he held to the Hegelian ideals 
associated with the nineteenth-century idealists—experience was a single, dynamic, unified whole 
where everything is interrelated. There are no disconnects in experience and nature. However, he 
came to believe some critical issues with this line of thinking. First, he realized the idealists distorted 
the character of experience because of a lack of reflective thinking. Modern philosophy was too 
concerned with epistemological issues that they mistakenly thought that a// experience was some form 
of knowing. Man is an acting being and he experiences things that are also non-reflective as well. 
Second, Dewey insists that man experiences are overlapping and interpenetrating providing each with 
its own unity. Here is where he rejects the idealist’s notion of a single unified whole where 
everything 1s interrelated. Third, the idealists, he claims, did not have a grasp on the organic nature 
of experience. This resulted in their overgeneralizations. As the human sciences were growing in 
their understanding of the anthropological-biological situation, the organic character of experience 
began to emerge. This ‘later Dewey’ was on the cutting edge of comprehending the meaning of 
experience, which combined Greek naturalism with the reflection of experience. 


All that can be known comes through experience, not just man’s conscious and unconscious 
realizations, but also the contents of nature—earth, plants, animals, man, the outer universe, history, 
and the present—can be experienced. Therefore, all experience because it is continuing in time is 
subject to change. Man is involved in a continuing interaction with nature and through this effort he 
can come to understand its essential character. Science monitors changes and catalogues them under 
laws. Other experiences fall under myths, magic, politics, and the aesthetic. Philosophy too needs to 
change along with these changing experiences. It is here where philosophy has a two-fold task: 
criticize existing objectives in regards the present, and second, determine which objectives have 
become obsolete and reconstruct new ones. What the scientists and philosophers should do is 
reconstruct and reorganize the earlier experiences into new reinterpretations. It is here where Dewey 
draws the following conclusion: there are no absolutes and no unchangeable truths because there is a 
continuum of change and experience. [Wright] Dewey criticizes the old epistemological model of the 
absolute certainty of truth where it claimed that there are self-evident truths known by rational 
thought, or obtained by the senses, where a construct can be made for the remainder of knowledge. 
Dewey claims that the model is confused and misguided. He claims there are no first-truths that can 
be known with certainty because knowledge is self-corrective where it becomes vindicated with time 
and experience. When change and uncertainty arise, man learns from the past resulting in an alteration 
for the future. Mind and matter change as experience changes. It is here where Dewey is a meliorist— 
the world can be made better through human effort. 


Dewey’s “Societal” Philosophy: Instrumentalism 


Dewey is known for his instrumentalism—his version of pragmatism. He describes it as 


empirical naturalism or naturalistic empiricism. He was primarily interested in viewing the problems 
of value and human conduct, and observing society and education. The connecting thread through 
these interests is in reflective thinking. Thought to Dewey was the active relationship between a 
living organism and its environment. It was not an ultimate or an absolute, or a process that creates an 
objective reality in a metaphysical sense. Neither is 1t something in humans that represents a non- 
natural element. Thought is just one among many other natural activities. Thought is a highly 
developed form of the relation between the stimulus and the response to that stimulus on a purely 
biological level. Thought then, when stimulated by a problem, seeks to change its environment. 
Thought then becomes part of the process and yet it interrupts the process through recognition of the 
problem. Thought then ranges from common sense to scientific inquiry—both addressing and 
attempting to solve some problematic situation. 


Reflective thinking consists of successive ideas leading towards future judgments that support 
one another. This combination is a movement that works towards particular ends—new solutions to 
old problems. Reflective thinking follows a five-step process. Step one is to consider vague 
alternatives to a particular problem. Step two intellectualizes the problem weighing pros and cons. 
Step three considers appropriate hypotheses. Step four uses deduction in light of previous 
experience(s). And lastly, step five tests these hypotheses inductively through experimentation. 


Not only does Dewey state the environmental nuances associated with the world of change but 
he also considers cultural nuances as affecting the thought process. Here it can be observed that 
Dewey holds to a ‘naturalism’ where thought develops from a relationship between an organism and 
his environment. Dewey’s notion of thought can be described as a kind of empiricism—starting at 
experience which leads back to experience. It starts with a problematic situation and ends when the 
environment is changed. Dewey places emphasis on doing as a focal point in the process of knowing 
where the knower is an active participant in the knowing process. This includes the active 
participation of the knower in concert with sensed data. Dewey posits that knower’s select data 
instead of just be given the data. Dewey, along with James and Lewis, agree that knowledge requires 
this active interpretation. 


Dewey’s Philosophy of Religion in the Age of Science 


As a secular humanist, Dewey rejected a belief in a theistic God because modern science that 
made such a belief untenable. In his work titled A Common Faith, he states that “The impact of 
astronomy eliminated the older religious creation stories.” And “geological discoveries have 
displaced creation myths which once bulked large.” In addition, “biology has revolutionized 
conceptions of soul and mind . . . and this science has made a profound impression upon ideas of sin, 
redemption, and immortality.” Further, “anthropology, history and literary criticism have furnished a 
radically different version of the historic events and personages upon which Christian religions have 
built.” Psychology “is already opening to us natural explanations of phenomena so extraordinary that 
once their supernatural origin was, so to say, the natural explanation” (A Common Faith, 31). 


Dewy believed that science had made even agnosticism too mild of a reaction to traditional 
theism. “‘Agnosticism’ is a shadow cast by the eclipse of the supernatural” (Ibid., 86). And 
“generalized agnosticism is only a halfway elimination of the supernatural.” As an antitheist or 
atheist, he rejected any attempt to support the existence of God. “The cause of the dissatisfaction is 
perhaps not so much (1) the arguments that Kant used to show the insufficiency of these alleged 
proofs, as it is the growing feeling (2) that they are too formal to offer any support to religion in 


action” (Ibid., 11). Since there is no Creator, human beings were not created. For Dewey modern men 
and women think in scientific and secular terms, thus, they must now take a naturalistic view of 
origins. Humanity is a result of naturalistic evolutionary processes, not the special creation by any 
kind of God. Dewey believed that secularism had caused a “diffusion of the supernatural through 
secular life” (Ibid., 65). Secular interests had grown independent of organized religion and had 
“crowded the social importance of organized religions into a corner and the area of this corner is 
decreasing” (Ibid., 83). 


Dewey on the Value of Right and Wrong 


Some of the Greek philosophers (e.g., Plato), as well as several moderns, have recognized 
absolute and eternal values prescribing right from wrong. In addition, Christian theologians have 
affirmed the existence of absolute values too and have attributed these to God’s reason and will. As 
we have seen, Dewey rejects the existence of any type of absolute value in any way. Values undergo 
modification and reconstruction through the course of reflective thinking being evidenced in social 
change and scientific knowledge. It is here where his instrumentalism plays out in the area of ethics. 
It is also here where Dewey seems to side with Unitarianism applied to ethics looking at the 
consequences associated with actions. (However, he does not side with hedonistism) It is not 
surprising that Dewey does not hold to any hard-and-fast set of values because it would bring a ball 
and chain to progress. Therefore, moral growth is an outcome from one age to another. 


Dewey on the Relative Nature of Truth 


Dewey is also opposed to any homage in religion that pays respect to the supernatural. “The 
claim on the part of religions to possess a monopoly of ideas and of the supernatural means by which 
alone, it is alleged, they can be furthered, stands in the way of the realization of distinctively religious 
values inherent in natural experience” (Ibid., 27—28). Science and its advances call into question the 
very notion of the supernatural and it continues to explain the phenomenon of nature. Belief in the 
supernatural, according to Dewey, is based on ignorance and “[iJt stifles the growth of the social 
intelligence by means of which the direction of social change could be taken out of the region of 
accident, as accident is defined” (Ibid., 78). Religion attempts to attach importance to their 
intellectual beliefs which include the cognitive adherence to some unseen power that controls human 
destiny. This allegiance requires some form of obedience, reverence, and worship (Ibid., 7). In 
addition, there appears to be a vast difference between the religions and no common denominator of 
meaning. Again, this shows the inadequacies of religion. 


However, though Dewey rejects the supernatural he does not consider himself irreligious. He 
embraces the need for and preservation of religion. It is here where he is attempting to break new 
ground where he says the following. “I shall develop another conception of the nature of the religious 
phase of experience, one that separates it from the supernatural and the things that have grown up 
about it.” And “I shall try to show that these derivations are encumbrances and that what is genuinely 
religious will undergo an emancipation when it is relieved from them; that then, for the first time, the 
religious aspect of experience will be free to develop freely on its own account” (Ibid., 2). The old 
idea of the supernatural can be replaced by man’s experience and the application of his inner 
‘universal’ religiousness. Since people are religious rather than have a religion, there is much to be 
gained by rejecting religion and applying their religiousness. As Dewey said, “I believe that many 
persons are so repelled from what exists as a religion by its intellectual and moral implications, that 
they are not even aware of attitudes in themselves that if they came to fruition would be genuinely 


religious” (Ibid., 9). 
The Elimination of Supernatural Religions 


Dewey believed that religious belief in the supernatural hindered social progress. He says 
that “Men have never fully used the powers they possess to advance the good in life, because they 
have waited upon some power external to themselves and to nature to do the work they are 
responsible for doing. Dependence upon an external power is the counterpart of surrender of human 
endeavor” (Ibid., 46). He thinks that the problem is religion’s sacred-secular split. “The conception 
that ‘religious’ signifies a certain attitude and outlook, independent of the supernatural, necessitates 
no such division.” For “It does not shut religious values up within a particular compartment, nor 
assume that a particular form of association bears a unique relation to it. Upon the social side the 
future of the religious function seems preeminently bound up with its emancipation from religions and 
a particular religion” (Ibid., 66, 67). 


Not only does he think that social progress is hindered but also social values are deprecated 
by belief in the supernatural. “The contention of an increasing number of persons is that depreciation 
of natural social values has resulted, both in principle and in actual fact, from reference of their origin 
and significance to supernatural sources” (Ibid., 71). He further adds, “I have suggested that the 
religious element in life has been hampered by conceptions of the supernatural that were imbedded in 
those cultures wherein man had little control over outer nature and little in the way of sure method of 
inquiry and test’ (Ibid., 56). 


A New Religious System of Secular Humanism 


Dewey was not proposing that a new natural religion replace the supernatural religion. 
Instead, he wanted to liberate certain elements and outlooks that might be called religious (Ibid., 8) 
from religion. The difference between a religion and the religious is that a religion “always signifies 
a special body of beliefs and practices having some kind of institutional organization, loose or tight.” 
By contrast, “the adjective ‘religious’ denotes nothing in the way of a specifiable entity, either 
institutional or as a system of beliefs.” Rather, “it denotes an attitude that may be taken toward every 
object and every proposed end or ideal” (Ibid., 9, 10). (This follows suit with his doctrine of change 
and Instrumentalism, and applied to religion, he wants to replace ‘traditional religion’ with a 
‘religious attitude’ that reorients life.) Dewey defines “religious” as “any activity pursued in behalf of 
an ideal end against obstacles and in spite of threats of personal loss because of conviction of its 
general and enduring value is religious in quality” (Ibid., 27), albeit, and attitude verse an act. 
Therefore, the belief in the supernatural must be overthrown and replaced by a more scientific 
approach to the road of truth. The old method hampered the development of the universal 
religiousness element of life towards the good life. The supernatural religion created a gulf between 
the sacred and the secular where its assumptions were based upon ignorance of the causes and 
operations of nature. (Even agnosticism provided a shadow of the supernatural.) Further, the old 
religion involved assent to doctrines that were not open for public review but rather became limiting 
and private. Hence, the new religiousness carves a path for adaptations and modifications to a 
changing world. 


Dewey aligns himself with Friedrich Schleiermacher. He claimed that religious experience 
involves a feeling of dependence. He insisted that it must be a dependence without traditional 
doctrines or fear (Ibid., 25). Religious experience helps to develop a sense of unity impossible 
without it. In a religious experience, “the self is always directed toward something beyond itself and 


so its own unification depends upon the idea of the integration of the shifting scenes of the world into 
that imaginative totality we call the Universe” (Ibid., 19). 


Such experiences occur in different ways in different people. “It is sometimes brought about 
by devotion to a cause; sometimes by a passage of poetry that opens a new perspective; sometimes as 
was the case with Spinoza . . . through philosophical reflection.” Religious experiences appear not to 
be necessarily unique species of their own. Rather, “they occur frequently in connection with many 
significant moments of living” (Ibid., 14). Religious experience is a kind of unifying ideal of other 
experiences in life. 


Dewey’s View of God 


Dewey used the term “God” not in the sense of a supernatural Being instead as “ the ideal 
ends that at a given time and place one acknowledges as having authority over his volition and 
emotion, the values to which one is supremely devoted, as far as these ends, through imagination, take 
on unity” (Ibid., 42). God to him represents a unification of one’s own essential values pointing 
towards progress and achievement of ideal values. 


He believed that it is essential that all persons have such religious ideas. “Neither 
observation, thought, nor practical activity can attain that complete unification of the self which is 
called a whole. The whole self is an ideal, an imaginative projection” (Ibid., 19). Thus, self- 
unification can be achieved only through a religious commitment to “God” (that is, to ideal-values). 
Says Dewey, “I should describe this faith as the unification of the self through allegiance to inclusive 
ideal ends, which imagination presents to us and to which the human will responds as worthy of 
controlling our desires and choices” (Ibid., 33). 


Dewey’s religious form of pragmatic humanism was world-wide in scope as promoted in his 
“common faith.” He states his plan by clearly: “Here are all the elements for a religious faith that 
shall not be confined to sect, class, or race. Such a faith has always been implicitly the common faith 
of mankind. It remains to make it explicit and militant” (Ibid., 87). He saw the doctrine of ‘the 
brotherhood’ as having the greatest religious significance. “Whether or not we are, save in some 
metaphorical sense, all brothers, we are at least in the same boat traversing the same turbulent ocean. 
The potential religious significance of this fact is infinite” (Ibid., 84). The traditional view was too 
severe which castrated the vital nerve of religion. Rather, it is the social welfare of mankind that is 
the supreme good shown in religion. 


This faith in science has according to Dewey advantages over traditional religion. Science 
provides a means for human progress because it is a method, not a set of fixed beliefs. Science is a 
way to change thinking via tested inquiry. Not only is science superior to religion, but it opposes 
religious dogma. Falling in line with his doctrine of experience and progressive philosophy, he states 
that “[flor scientific method is adverse not only to dogma but to doctrine as well, provided we take 
‘doctrine’ in its usual meaning—a body of definite beliefs that need only to be taught and learned as 
true.” However, “This negative attitude of science to doctrine does not indicate indifference to truth. 
It signifies supreme loyalty to the method by which truth is attained. The scientific-religious conflict 
ultimately is a conflict between allegiance to this method and allegiance to even an irreducible 
minimum of belief so fixed in advance that it can never be modified” (Ibid., 38, 39). In other words, 
science and traditional religion based on the supernatural are irreconcilable. But religiousness 
dedicated to science is essential if humanity is to progress. 


Faith and Social Reform 


Dewey’s faith was in science. Science is critical intelligence, and it was this intelligence that 
is more religious that faith in any revelation from the supernatural God of traditional religion. 
However, he did see the need for a doctrinal foundation of some sort. He says that “[s]ome fixed 
doctrinal apparatus is necessary for a religion. But faith in the possibilities of continued and rigorous 
inquiry does not limit access to truth to any channel or scheme of things.” This faith reveres 
intelligence as a force (Ibid., 26). 


Coinciding with his social reform, he saw that absolute was found in the democratic progress. 
Recall that he opposed the traditional supernatural religion because it stifled social progress. He said 
“the assumption that only supernatural agencies can give control is a sure method of retarding this 
effort [of social betterment]” (Ibid., 76). 


He proposed a solution for social development. “In the first stage, human relationships were 
thought to be so infected with the evils of corrupt human nature as to require redemption from external 
and supernatural sources.” This previously instilled doctrine from the traditional religions must be 
rejected. “In the next stage, what is significant in these relations is found to be akin to values 
esteemed distinctively religious.” This too must be surpassed. “The third stage would realize that in 
fact the values prized in those religions that have ideal elements are idealizations of things 
characteristic of natural association which have been projected into a supernatural realm for safe- 
keeping and sanction. . . . Unless there is a movement into what I have called the third stage, 
fundamental dualism and a division in life continue” (Ibid., 73). The solution therefore is up to 
humankind to achieve the social progress that is needed if progress is to be had. The only method to 
achieve this end is found in science. Dewey states the solution to future success: “There is but one 
sure road of access to truth—the road of patient, cooperative inquiry operating by means of 
observation, experimental record and controlled reflection” (Ibid., 32). For “were we to admit that 
there is but one method for ascertaining fact and truth that conveyed by the word ‘scientific’ in its 
most general and generous sense—no discovery in any branch of knowledge and inquiry could then 
disturb the faith that is religious” (Ibid., 33). 


An Evaluating John Dewey’s Views 


O course, there were some positive features in Dewey’s thought. Children do learn by doing. 
There should be a practical element to learning. We do need to be good citizens. Democracy does 
depend on educed voters. Religion has been guilty of institutionalizing itself. We should not eliminate 
the religious aspect of education. Progress in education and society 1s desirable, and so on. 


However, Dewey’s rejection of the traditional Judeo-Christian values on which our society 
was founded for a humanistic, naturalistic, and relativistic one 1s unfounded and disastrous. There are 
many reasons for rejecting his overall humanistic religious enterprise for our schools and society. 


First of all, his rejection of traditional theistic beliefs, such as America was founded on, is 
unjustified rationally, constitutionally, and socially. Our founding document spoke of our “Creator,” 
“creation” and God-given “inalienable” rights based on “Nature’s Laws” that come from Nature’s 
“God.” Our Founding fathers warned that our system would collapse if the Judeo-Christian principles 
were taken away (see George Washington’s First Inaugural Address). 


Second, Dewey’s overall educational philosophy has been tried and it has not worked. 
Perhaps the most damaging criticism that can be given to a pragmatic philosophy is that it does not 


work. After generations of trial and error in Dewey’s educational philosophy, we rank lower than 
most industrial nations and never first, second, or third in most of the categories. 


Third, his anti-supernaturalism was unfounded. It 1s based in his rejection of theism for which 
he provided no rational arguments. His reasoning was sociological and political, not rational and 
philosophical. 

Fourth, Dewey’s relativism in truth and ethics is self-defeating. One cannot deny objective 
truth without making an objective truth claim. 


Fifth, his relativistic ethic is also unjustified. Whatever works is necessarily right. All that 
success proves is that a given course of action works; it does not prove the course of action is right. 
Some things that work very well are simply evil. Ethical questions are not settled by obtaining 
desired results. No pragmatist would appreciate someone misrepresenting his view simply because it 
worked accomplished its task. The truth is that to show that a// is relative, one must have a non- 
relative vantage point from which to view all of truth or else their claim is self-contradictory. 


Sixth, Dewey’s idea of social progress is meaningless without an unchanging moral standard 
by which it is measure. We can’t know things are getting better, unless we know what is Best. It must 
be asked: By what standard is progress to be measured against? If the standard is within society, then 
we cannot be sure we are progressing. Maybe we are only changing. If the standard is outside the 
race, this is a transcendent norm, a divine imperative, which Dewey rejects. Second, there is no fixed 
point of reference for measurement. If there is no fixed point, then change is evaluated on an 
indeterminate sliding scale. In practice, progressivism is grounded on the wishes of those with the 
power to set the schedule. 


Seventh, why social or democratic progressivism? After all, a society can progress toward 
ever-better dictatorships. Why not better monarchies? Or, better Aristocracies? Or, better forms of 
Communism? Why democracy? Emerging Muslim democracies resulting from free elections wish to 
impose sharia law on their people—something which would surely be repugnant to Dewey’s whole 
philosophy. The truth is that Dewey’s definition of “achievement” or “progress” in social and 
democratic terms was arbitrary and philosophically unjustified 


Eighth, Dewey placed great emphasis on experience and science as the means for human 
achievement and progress. But human progress has not occurred in the century in which science 
progressed the most—the twentieth. And experience has shown that human have not made moral 
progress along with their great achievements in technology. They have only provided more technical 
and more efficient ways to pass on their corruption to others. 


Finally, Dewey’s definition of God is inept. He defines God as the ideal, a unifying goal for 
human progress is his own realm. But a mere idea lacks the appeal for a truly fulfilling religious 
commitment. Paul Tillich (see) defined religion as an ultimate commitment and noted than anything 
less than an ultimate commitment to the Ultimate will not be ultimately satisfying. Likewise, anything 
ultimately that less than Personal will not be ultimately satisfying to persons. 
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His Life and Works 


Sigmund Freud was born in Freiberg, Moravia (now part of the Czech Republic). When he 
was at the age of three, the family moved to Vienna where he later entered the university around 
seventeen years of age. While studying medicine, he focused on neurology and made a significant 
contributions in laboratory research. Freud was influenced by Jean-Martin Charcot (1825—1893, 
French neurologist, professor of anatomical pathology, founder of modern neurology) and Josef 
Breuer (1842—1925), Austrian physician who laid foundation of psychoanalysis. 


Freud turned his attention to psychological aspects of neurology. He later became known as 
the founder of psychoanalysis. He also was one of the most influential atheists in modern times 
providing a widely know explanation for disbelief in God. It was not until 1908 when psychoanalysis 
became not only a therapy but a movement. Freud’s originality brought him into both conflicts and 
isolation. The later years of his life were met with international recognition. Freud was exiled to 
London, but his sisters remained in occupied Austria and were murdered by the Nazi’s. 


Freud had married in 1886 to Martha Bernays and together they had six children. In 
cooperation with Breuer he wrote a work titled Studies in Hysteria (1895).Late in 1899, he wrote 
The Interpretation of Dreams. He made theoretical innovations in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 
The Ego and the Id, and Group Psychology and Analysis. Many of works were met with 
disagreement however, his friendships with colleagues remained. At his time of death, he left an 
unfinished work called An Outline of Psychoanalysis. In addition to his works on psychology, Freud 
was preoccupied with religion. He wrote Zotem and Taboo and Moses and Monotheism, but his most 
influential in undermining belief in God was the 1927 work, The Future of an Illusion. 


Freud’s Basic Concepts 


Freud thought that neurotic behavior , had a particular objective and purpose. When these 
purposes are understood in the adult, there is, according to Freud, some sort of reenactment of 
childhood happenings. These can be expressions of essentially childish fears and anxieties. 
Childhood trauma was thought to be repressed memory until some adult situation triggered or 
reawakened it from its unconscious complexity tied to memory and emotion. Freud was committed to 
the opinion that there is an empirical correlation between the occurrence of certain types of events 
from early childhood and the exhibition of particular traits showing up in adult life. These empirical 
correlations were associated with what Freud called repression—those things too painful to hold 
onto, sublimation—rechanneled drives that cannot find an outlet, and the unconscious self—a 
theoretical entity without which there would not be an intelligible connection between early 
childhood experiences and the adult life. Repression threatens the ego (the personality itself), so, it 
becomes defensive against disruptions. The ego’s function is to reconcile the instinctual, the 


biological demands of the id, and superego—the parental controlled unconscious mind. 
His Methodology in Therapy 


The purpose of psychoanalysis according to Freud is for the patient to become aware of his 
unconscious self. This will help the person to recover his lost memories connected to his unconscious 
motives. The goal is to return the patient to the point at which the conflict (or weakness) became 
embedded in his character that produced the inabilities and his subsequent neurosis. 


Freud on Religion 


According to Freud, religion is a product of wishful thinking wherein the idea of a monotheist 
omnipotent heavenly Father replaces the fallible human father figure. With this perspective, the 
position of a child can be retained into adult life. Thus, infantile behavior of guilt and forgiveness is 
perpetuated in religious experience. He also thought that religion was damaging to species because to 
him religion was illusionary. Religion is based on wish fulfillment for it has no scientific evidence 
that provided distinguishing elements between reality and desire. 


Freud admitted that his anti-religion position may be unjustified, even though he held strongly 
to it. He rejected the authoritarian aspect of religion. This too he thought was based on the illusionary 
desire for wishful thinking and fulfillment. In psychoanalytic terms, it is the childhood security 
blanket that adults have not outgrown, a desire, in a sense, for a heavenly security blanket. Overall, 
the following is what he believed to be harmful when it came to religion: 1) Religion arises from the 
desire or wish for a Cosmic Comforter. 2) It originated during a primitive (ignorant) period of human 
development. 3) It drains energy from the drive to solve the world’s problems. 4) It is selfish and 
impatient, wanting immediate, immortal reward upon death. 5) It may contribute to the passionate, 
irrational nature of man because of early religion indoctrination and the repression of sexual 
development. 6) It keeps people in a perpetual state of childhood immaturity. 7) Its adherents are 
closed-minded and they do not willingly give it up under any circumstances. 8) Religion is not needed 
because humanity now has science to control the world and, with resignation, can live with the rest. 
9) Throughout thousands of years of effort, it has not brought personal and social satisfaction. 
10) Religion has a specious and inauthentic basis: It is alleged to be true since: (a) our primal 
ancestors believed it, however, this is not a basis for belief; (b) miraculous proofs have been handed 
down from antiquity; (c) and it is impious or forbidden to question their authenticity. 


Freud denied that experience of trances or some sort of Spiritism could justify religion. These 
experiences only show some sort of subjective mental state of the person who has fallen into them. 
Some inner human feeling of dependence on religion (or some indescribable or indefinable being) 1s 
not reason enough for one to accept the validity of religion. An unknowable, indefinable, or 
indescribable God is of no interest to human beings. Freud also thought that a rational reason for 
moral restraint was far better than a religious mandate. 


On the other hand, Freud did however find some benefits to religion. He believed that there 
may be some truth in religion, in fact, some religions may be true and they provide great significance. 
Its truths maybe true from the standpoint that they cannot be disproved. There is a sense, from its 
adherents, of a feeling of dependence associated with religion where it provides great comfort. This 
comfort shared by the brotherhood comes to the aid when there needs to be some ease from suffering. 
It seems as though religion has played a part in influencing culture for the good. 


Freud’s Response to the His Objectors 


Reason and Science are too slow. Responding the objection that “reason and science are too 
slow in providing needed comfort and answers,” Freud replied that reason is persistent and that it is 
better in the long run. Freud admitted that there are no guarantees of reward when looking only at 
reason and science. Such a guarantee can only be achieved by selfishness because reason is less 
selfish than religion. He also admitted that his own view might be an illusion and considered that the 
weakness of his view does not prove religion is right. If faith in reason is also intolerant and 
dogmatic, than at least reason can be given up and with no penalty for disbelief: However, religion 
cannot, because there is a penalty. Freud response is that, truth or not, human beings cannot do without 
religious consolation. However, they must eventually grow up. 


Human beings are too passionate to be ruled by reason. To this objection, Freud replied: 
How does society know whether they are, for it has never been tried? In fact, religion 1s too dogmatic 
and intolerant. Further, there is no penalty for disbelief in reason, as there is in religion. 


Moral chaos will result without religion. Not so, Freud claims. For reason is a better basis 
for morals. It also is untrue that we are helpless without religion, for we have science and the ability 
to resign ourselves to the handling of our own problems. 


Reason is dangerous to the institution and work of religion. Freud’s response to this 
objection is brief and unconvincing to many. He claims that the truly religious person will not be 
moved by his view. 


Evaluating Freud 


Freud is not against religion per se, but only against dogmatic, authoritarian pietism, the kind 
of dependence upon religion promoted by Schleiermacher. Indeed, he even make allowance for 
himself being wrong regarding dogmatism and the benefits that religion may have in regards to what 
Schleiermacher means in that it may be necessary and true. In light of this, it seems as though Freud’s 
previous blanket rejection (see list above) may seem prejudiced, unreasonable, and even cruel. 
Indeed, he seems not to care that religious beliefs may be true, have altruistic goals, provide comfort, 
and have a good influence on society. 


Incentives Associated with Religion 


Those, including Freud, who assume that the desire for religion is based only upon comfort, 
are misdirected. He assumes religion has some connection to childhood immaturity and its need for 
comfort fixation. However, some religious obligations are not comfortable. Some religious activity is 
done out of a motivation of duty to God and others. Those who suffer persecution and martyrdom 
certainly are not finding comfort under their ill-treatment. 


Second, assuming that some of our religious ancestors may have acted out of ignorance should 
not disqualify their religious conclusions. Not all did. Further, even among more modern and 
educated persons, there are premeditated agendas which instill unwarranted prejudices through 
secular worldviews that are anti-religious. 


Historically, religion has stimulated many persons to help others in time of need. Further, 
religion has aided society rather than draining energy from it. William James (see) has shown that 
religious persons can be very strong. He wrote in Varieties of Religious Experiences that those who 
are in touch with a ‘higher world’ have more motivation to change the world they live in. Neither is it 
wrong to want justice or rightness when justice 1s due resulting in evil being punished or the down- 
trodden rescued. Nor is it wrong or selfish to reward the good. 


Experience has shown that true religion does not contribute to uncontrolled passions except 
when they are manipulated to serve in inappropriate national or racial purposes. Freud claims that 
reason and science is a better basis for morals rather than a foundation based on religious 
underpinnings. In addition, religion represses and control human passions. However, it is often 
religion that ignites the fire that motivates morality that provides the catalyst for commitments to 
values. It is the driving force behind the control of passion. Lastly, Freud is correct that wish- 
fulfillment, belief in the face of absurdity, belief contrary to reality, subjective mental states, and 
ancestral beliefs are inadequate bases for belief. Religion should not be accepted simply because it 
is consistent, and certainly not because it is absurd. A completely indefinable God 1s of little interest 
to man. Religion should be based on objective rational, historical and livable truths. 


In response to Freud’s charge that religion perpetuates dependence, it should be noted that 
humans never outgrow their dependence on their environment or on the Universe or All. Creatures are 
dependent beings by their very nature. Only the Creator is totally independent. Further, dependence 
does not mean weakness. Dependence means that creatures realize that they are dependent beings who 
are in need and are willing to receive assistance from their Creator. To state that an acknowledgement 
for real aid received from the Creator is a sign of psychological weakness but is a fact of ontological 
contingency. It is not a psychosis to be dependent on food, water and air. Everyone has true needs or 
what Paul Tillich (see) called an “ultimate commitment.” This need he speaks of is also echoed by 
those like Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre. The issue here is whether or not one is committed to 
the ultimate reality to supply his needs. Even Freud was commitment and dependent on the god he 
called Reason (Logos). 


Further, just because many fail to use religion properly does not invalidate it any more than a 
person committing adultery invalidates marriage. Freud rejects the Bible as a historical manuscript 
without checking into its authenticity. Many who have enquired have found more evidence for the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ than for any other event from antiquity (see Frank Morrison, Who Moved 
the Stone?). Further, Freud gives no attention to the rational or experiential arguments for the 
existence of God (see N. L. Geisler, Christian Apologetics). Freud, did not base his conclusion on 
sound reason nor evidence. He published no research based on the study of believing clients to 
support his view. He simply wished it away. Indeed, it is not a psychological fact, based on extensive 
research, that those who believe in God live more healthy and happy lives than those who do not. 


Freud’s Claim that Reason Will Replace Religion 


Freud insists that believer’s unwillingness to give up religion is a sign that their belief is an 
illusion—based on wish fulfillment. However, Freud will not give up on reason and science and yet 
he claims this is not an illusion. Why then should a religious belief unwilling to give up on God be 
called an illusion? Thus, it could be argued that atheism is both dangerous. Belief in God is 
absolutely foundational to most forms of religion. Neither science nor resignation can replace 
religion. This is shown by the despair of those who reject and are without God (see Postmodernism 
below). Reason alone is found lacking because man needs God to explain the universal reasons for 
doing certain things —-either doing the good ending in reward or the consequences for doing evil and 
suffering pain and punishment. 

The question is not whether one has an ultimate commitment to something, but whether what 


he is committed to is really the Ultimate. Contrary to Freud, religion is needed. Human beings will 
never be able to control everything nor be content alone. Augustine was right when he said the soul is 


restless until it finds its rest in God. Even the modern existential atheists acknowledged their need for 
God (see Sartre). Freud’s claim that it is only a question of time where religion will replace religion, 
is only a hope (or wish); it is not a fact. Nearly a century has passed since Freud, and there is no 
evidence that religion is dying. 


Responding to Freud’s Claim That Religion is an Illusion 


If Freud’s position could be put in the form of a proposition, perhaps the following is how it 
could be stated. 


Premise 1: Anillusion is something based only in wish, not in reality. 
Premise 2: The belief in God has the characteristics of an illusion. 
Conclusion 3: Therefore, belief in God is a wish not based in reality. 


Premise two can easily be challenged. Not all who believe in God do so simply because they wish 
for a Cosmic Comforter. Others search for and find God because they thirst for reality. Yet others are 
in search for truth and find in God truth. These simply are not motivated because they are concerned 
about feeling good. 


There are though some discomforting dimensions to the Christian belief in God. Not only is he 
a loving Father, he is also a fair and just Judge who punishes evil. Though Christians believe in hell 
as a place for punishment for the unrepentant, yet no one really wishes it to be true. 


Is it possible that Freud may have his conclusion backwards in regards to this father image? 
Perhaps our images of earthly fathers are patterned after God, rather than the reverse. Maybe God has 
created man (and according to Christianity, God has done as such) in his image/likeness instead of the 
exact opposite—creating God in the image of man. Perhaps the Christian’s belief in God is not based 
on the desire to create a Father in their minds. Maybe the atheist’s belief that there is no God is based 
on their desire to kill the Father. It was Psychologist Paul Vitz (in Faith of the Fatherless) who turns 
Freud on Freud and shows that believers do not create the “Father” [God] but rather the atheist 
actually kills the “Father.” He illustrates this by showing that an examination of the great atheist 
reveals they all had a non-existent or dysfunctional father and were projecting anger on the Father 
(God). Mere human desire for the existence of God 1s not the only basis for believing. There are many 
reasonable grounds for believing in God existence. At best, Freud’s arguments would only apply to 
those who had no solid basis other than their own wishing so. Just because there may be some who do 
not believe in God does not negate the possibility of His existence. 


Further, Freud confuses wish and need. What happens, as even many atheists have admitted 
(see postmodernism below), if there is a real need for God. If this is truly the case, then Freud’s 
analysis of religious experience is quite inadequate. It is possible that Freud’s belief in the non- 
existence of God is itself an illusion. If one does not want to be under the direction and care of God, 
including obedience to keep one from the undesirable consequences or punishment resulting from sin, 
then it is easier to assert that God does not exist. Indeed, if one is living in sin and rebellion against 
God, it may be temporarily comforting for them to believe that neither God nor hell exists. 
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Introduction 


There are primarily seven major worldviews that oppose the classical theistic worldview. 
Each of these is incompatible with the others. Logically speaking, only one worldview can be true, 
thus negating the rest. Likewise, neither can one hold consistently to more than one worldview 
because the central premises of each are opposed by the others. These other views listed below are 
opposed to traditional theism. 


Theism holds that there is an infinite, personal God who is both “out there” (beyond the 
universe) who created it, sustains it now, and acts within the world in a supernatural way. God 1s also 
“in here” meaning that He is transcendent—His indwelling presence is in the universe—and 
immanent. 


Deism claims that God is beyond the universe but that He does not intervene in it. Deism is 
similar to theism except it denies the possibilities of miracles. God 1s said to be transcendent but is 
not supernaturally immanent in it. Though deism holds that God did create the world, it holds more to 
a naturalistic perspective where God wound up the world like a clock and turned it loose and let it 
go. Proponents of deism are those such as Francois Voltaire, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine. 


Another view similar to theism is Finite godism which says that the finite God exists beyond 
the universe. Though God is beyond the universe and active in it, He is not infinite in nature or in 
power. Like the deist, the Finite Godist generally accepts the creation of the universe but denies any 
miraculous intervention in it. They claim that God’s apparent inabilities are to blame, for example, 
for the lack to the solution to the problem of evil. Examples of adherents to this view are: John Stuart 
Mill, William James (see profiles above), Peter Bertocci (1910—1989) wrote Yowards a 
Metaphysics of Creation (1964), and Rabbi Harold Samuel Kushner (b. 1935) wrote When Bad 
Things Happen to Good People. 


Atheism claims that God does not exist anywhere. The universe, a self-sustaining thing, 1s all 
that there is or ever will be! Some of the more famous proponents, such as Karl Marx, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, and Jean-Paul Sartre, have been previous covered above. 


Polytheism believes that there are numerous finite gods thus denying the singular infinite 
theistic God that is beyond the physical world. However, the polytheistic gods are active in the 
world, each having their own domain. The idea that there is one finite god who rules over all others 
is a sub-view of polytheism called henotheism. The major representatives of polytheism are the 
ancient Greeks, the Mormons, and Pagans, and Wiccans. 


Pantheism claims that there is no Creator beyond the universe. The Creator and creation are 
two different ways of viewing one reality. God is the universe (or the All) and the universe is God in 
this singular reality. Pantheism is represented by certain forms of the following religion: Hinduism, 
Zen Buddhism, Christian Science, and most New Age religions. 


Panentheism hold that God is in the universe. The basic premise is that the universe is God’s 
“body” and his other pole (of his two-pole nature) is his eternal and infinite potential beyond the 
actual physical universe. God however is in a constant process of change. This view is represented 
by Alfred North Whitehead, Charles Hartshorne, Schubert Ogden, John Cobb, and Lewis Ford. 


Historical Roots of Process Theology 


There have been several who could be considered as forerunners of a process view of God. 
Among the Greek views, there was Plato’s (c. 400 B.C.) Demiurgos, who eternally struggled with the 
‘Chaos’ to form it into the ‘Cosmos.’ This is an example of dualism that provides a backdrop for the 
promotion of the two poles of God. Prior to Plato’s Demiugos, was Heraclitus’s (c. 500 B.C.) flux 
philosophy which is also similar to the process idea. He asserted that the world is a constantly 
changing process. 


In modern times, there was George W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) who was promoting a 
progressive unfolding of God in the world process. This is yet another significant step toward the 
teachings of process theology (a.k.a. Panentheism). In addition to this teaching there is the cosmic 
evolutionism of Herbert Spencer (1820—1903) who views the whole universe as an unfolding and 
developing process. Shortly thereafter, Henri-Louis Bergson (1859—1941), French Philosopher, 
promoted immediate experience and intuition over rationalism and science for understanding reality) 
proposed a creative evolution (1907) of a Life Force (é/an vital) that drives evolution forward in 
leaps. He later identified this Force with God (1935). Prior to this, there was Samuel Alexander’s 
(1859—1938, British philosopher) who wrote Space, Time and Deity (1920). He pioneered a 
process view of God’s relationship to temporal universe. 


Central Beliefs of Process Theology 


Process theology—the view that says that God is a changing Being—can also be called 
Panentheism. Other names that represent Process Theology are Dipolar Theism, Neo-Classical 
Theism, and Organicism. God permeates the world in his concrete pole (see below) but does not 
destroy man’s individuality. Therefore, the world is in God but yet is distinguishable from it though 
not separated from it (see Man’ Vision of God, p. 348.). This view can be considered halfway 
between theism and pantheism. Panenetheism is not to be confused with pantheism which literally 
means all (“pan”) is God (“theism”). By comparison, bipolar theism is believes that God has two 
poles, an actual pole (the world) and a potential pole (beyond the world). Organicism holds to the 
view that all that actually is consists of a gigantic organism. Neoclassical theism believes that God 
is finite and temporal. These positions commonly view God as a finite and changing director of the 
world’s affairs working in cooperation with the world in order to achieve some greater perfection. 
This is counter to the classical view of God who is infinite, unchanging sovereign Creator of the 
world who brought it into existence. 


Panentheism says that God is to the world as a soul is to a body. The universe is God’s 
‘cosmic’ body. God is more than the world, not identical to it. As in theism, the world needs the 
existence of God but like in pantheism, God also needs the world in order to express himself. God 
makes himself real in the world and therefore God must always be changing along with the world. 
God is in the process of becoming all that He can be. This view was held by Alfred North Whitehead 
(see above), Charles Hartshorne (1897—2000), American philosopher focusing on philosophy of 
religion and metaphysics, developed Whitehead’s process philosophy into process theology), Shubert 
Ogden (b. 1928), and others where these views are based on ideas found in Plato. Even though no 
major religions hold to this doctrine it is being taught 1n some Christian seminaries. 


God’s becoming or being is in process characterizes all of reality. This reality of God is not 
to be thought of as being, which is viewed as static and uncreative, rather, creativity pervades all that 
exists. God is the supremely creative One and is eternally becoming. He is also viewed as personal. 
However, there is disagreement over whether he is one actual entity (promoted by Whitehead) or an 


ordered series of actual entities (promoted by Hartshorne). Nevertheless, almost all Panentheists 
believe that God is personal. 


The following chart illustrates the basic idea of the panentheistic two-pole God. 


Primordial Nature Consequent Nature 
God’s “mind” God’s “body” 
God’s vision God’s achievement 
Potential pole Actual pole 
Unconscious drive Conscious realization 
Conceptual Physical 

Abstract Concrete 

Beyond the world The actual world 
Eternal Temporal 
Absolute Relative 

Unchanging Changing 
Imperishable Perishable 
Unlimited Limited 

Necessary Contingent 

Eternal Objects Actual entities 


Panentheism is not just a scholarly discussion that has no effect on normal people. Its effect is 
already being felt in the Christian community. The Perkins School of Theology at Southern Methodist 
University, where Schubert Ogden teaches, is devoted to process theology, as is Clairmont School of 
Theology where John Cobb and David Griffin teach. In the evangelical community, several important 
thinkers have concluded that God is not timeless and eternal, but everlastingly in time. (There is a 
significant difference between an Eternal God and One who only exists everlastingly.) This view has 
been embraced by Nicholas Wolterstorff, Clark Pinnock, and J. Oliver Buswell. While these writers 
have not accepted a complete panentheistic worldview, they have made an important concession to it 
by allowing change in God. For if He has any potential for change, then He cannot be the necessary 
Being who is Immutable. 


Panentheism’s View of Evil 


Panentheism posits that God is not omnipotent, rather He directs the world only through 
influence. Therefore, not all of the world recognizes or is controlled by His influence, so evil exists. 
God simply cannot control it, nor can He guarantee that evil ever will be eliminated. However, they 
believe that evil opens new possibilities for the self-realization of God and presents new 
opportunities for growth to become more perfect, so it is not necessarily undesirable. There are some 
senses in which God does not want to do away with evil. 


Panentheism’s View of Values 


Like theists, process thinkers hold that values are rooted in the nature of God. However, just 
as the nature of God is different in the two views, so too is the nature of their values. Since God is 
constantly changing, values change as well. There may be some ideal good in the primordial nature of 


God, but what must concern us is that we create beauty in our lives in the real world, without 
reference to some imagined future state of things. Man can never expect to create perfection, but only 
strive to do more good. Values, then, can only be defined in general terms, and the term most often 
used is beauty or aesthetics. As Hartshorne writes, “The only good that is intrinsically good, good in 
itself, 1s good experience, and the criteria for this are aesthetic. Harmony and intensity come close to 
summing it up ... to be ethical is to seek aesthetic optimization of experience for the community” 
(Hartshorne, “Beyond Enlightened Self-interest: A Metaphysics of Ethics,” Ethics 84 (April 1974): 
214). According to this standard, man is to avoid disputes and boredom in the community as well as 
for himself. Kindness brings about beauty and harmony while cruelty brings on ugliness and discord. 
Concern breeds intensity, and apathy is its opposite. All moral standards must be derived from these 
principles and suited to influence the present experience for the better. 
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ALFRED NORTH WHITEHEAD (A.D. 1861 - 1947) 


His Life and Writings 
Alfred North Whitehead was born in 1861 at Ramsgate on the British Isle of Thanet. He spent 
his childhood in an Anglican country parsonage. His early education at Sherborne in Dorset included 
the classics and history, not so much in a rigorous scholastic fashion, but more in a practical way that 
illustrated general concepts. Mathematics was also a concentrated study for Alfred. 


Whitehead went to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1880 with a scholarship in mathematics 
and four years later, he was elected a fellowship at Trinity. The up-and-coming English philosopher 
and mathematician, Bertrand Russell (1910—1913) was one of Whiteheads most outstanding 
students. From 1900 through 1911 that the two of them collaborated on a work titled Principia 
Mathematica. This work intended to prove that mathematics could be reduced to premises found in 
formal logic. It was to be the first modern systematic symbolic logic book. 


In 1910, Whitehead resigned from his lecturing position at Cambridge and relocated to 
London, teaching there until 1914. He later became professor of applied mathematics at the Imperial 
College of Science and Technology. It was during this time that Whitehead concentrated on the 
philosophy of science. At age sixty-three, Whitehead took a position of chair of philosophy at 
Harvard University. This allowed him to intensify his studies in the area of philosophy of science 
which led to a full-scale metaphysics. 


Whitehead’s works can be categorized into three periods: from 1898 to 1910 where he 
focused on mathematics which led to the writing of A Treatise on Universal Algebra (1898) and 
Principia Mathematica with Russell; the middle period was from 1910 to 1924 where he focuses on 
the philosophy of science which includes his work Jntroduction to Mathematics (1911); his later 
years extended from 1924 to 1927 while in America writing on metaphysics, stressing the philosophy 
of history and reality as well as cosmology and metaphysics. 


There are philosophical underpinnings that can be found in his earlier works as well as some 
mathematical references that can be found in the later writings. During the second period, he wrote 
"Space, Time, and Relativity"(1915), The Organization of Thought (1917), An Enquiry Concerning 
the Principles of Natural Knowledge (1919), The Concept of Nature (1920), and The Principle of 
Relativity (1922). The transitional period (1925—1927 ) brought forth Science and the Modern 
World (1925), Religion in the Making (1926), and Symbolism, Its Meaning and Effect (1927). His 
mature works in this field came from 1927 to 1947 and produced the epic Process and Reality 
(1929), Adventures of Ideas (1933), Modes of Thought (1938), and Essays in Science and 
Philosophy (1947). 


Whitehead had a great deal of influence on others, such as Charles Hartshorne (see below) 


and Schubert Ogden. Hartshorne was Whitehead’s assistant at Harvard and Ogden was a student of 
Hartshorne at the University of Chicago. Whitehead also influenced John Cobb (b. 1925), American 
United Methodist theologian who played a crucial role in the development of Process Theology and 
David Griffin (b. 1939), American professor of philosophy of religion and theology who also 
promoted Process theology. In addition, Lewis S. Ford wrote a book titled The Lure of God: A 
Biblical Background for Process Theism. In this work, Ford stresses God’s role as a Cosmic Enticer 
who never overpowers free creatures but merely woos them to embrace his overall purpose. 


Whiteheads Philosophy of Religion: “Religion in the Making” 


Whitehead is the father of Process Theology which is also called Panentheism, Dipolar 
Theism, Neo-Classical Theism, and Organicism. Whitehead’s interest in religion is dispersed through 
his whole philosophy. He focused on it more so in his latter period when he wrote on natural 
theology. It was his understanding of religion that has made him a landmark influence in modern 
thought. Whitehead observed that religion did play a part in an individual’s life, both in his social 
interactions and in the experiences of life itself. However, if his understanding of religious dogma 
was correct, then it would negate the orthodox Christian belief in the inspired and infallible Word of 
God, the Bible. Whitehead’s view is sometimes called “process theology’—all things are in process 
of becoming, including God. 


According to Whitehead, rational religion is an attempt to find a permanent, intelligible 
interpretation of experience and is defined as follows: It is “[a] system of general truths which have 
the effect of transforming character when they are sincerely held and vividly apprehended.” Religion 
then emerged into ritua/—habitual performances of acts irrelevant to physical preservation. 
Following ritual, it then manifested itself in emotion—definite types of expressing ones religious 
feelings that followed after the ritual. Belief (myth) then followed, providing definitive explanations 
for the ritual. Finally, there came rationalization, the organization and clarification of beliefs and 
application to conduct. As rituals encouraged emotions (cf. holy-day and holiday), so myths begot 
thought. Religious experiences however, are related to dogmas in that dogmas are attempts at precise 
formulations of religions experience. Rational religions are an attempt to find a permanent and 
intelligible interpretation of experience and are expressed in three main concepts: first, the value of 
the individual; second, the value of diverse individuals for each other; and third, the value of the 
objective world for the existence of a community of individuals. “Religion 1s world-loyalty,” though 
it begins with consciousness of value within the individual. There are three main concepts of God 
among the rational religions. There is the Asiatic where God is an impersonal world order having 
extreme immanence. There is the Semitic where God is a personal entity on whom the world depends 
and shown by examples of extreme transcendence. Lastly, there is the Pantheistic God who is 
personal only and totally immanent where in the Monistic world, He only "appears." When making a 
comparison between Buddhism and Christianity, it is observed that they differ in that the latter is 
‘metaphysics seeking a religion,’ whereas the former is ‘religion seeking a metaphysics.’ In 
Buddhism, evil is necessary, but in Christianity it is only contingent. While Buddhists seek relief from 
the world, Christians seek to change the world. Buddha gave doctrine to enlighten, but Christ gave his 
life to save. Buddhism begins from general principles, but Christianity begins with facts and 
generalizes on them. 


Whitehead concluded that the Pantheistic view makes the world only illusory. The Asiatic 
view reduces God to impersonal world order and the Semitic view places God outside of 
metaphysical and rational consideration. There is basically no way to reach beyond the actual world 


to prove the existence of a transcendent God. 
White head’s Metaphysical Religion 


Whitehead’s metaphysics comes out in his Process and Reality where it becomes evident that 
he holds a pluralistic position. In order to apply his model of metaphysics, he uses the scientific 
background and mathematical principles found in the electro-magnetic fields of activity that pervades 
all space and time (Science and the Modern World, 138). When he compares the metaphysical and 
cosmological natures of the universe, he poses that the latter is the general character of the present 
stage of the universe and the former is true of every stage or epoch found in the process of the world. 
The plural position of reality is similar on one hand to atomic structure in that there are many ‘actual’ 
entities. Second, there are also entities that exhibit ‘potential’ states, these being the eternal objects 
following the Platonic view. This results in his metaphysical view illustrated as follows: "The true 
method o discovery is like the flight of an airplane. It starts from the ground of particular observation; 
it makes a flight in the thin air if imaginative generalization; and it again lands for renewed 
observation rendered acute by rational interpretation." (Process and Reality, 7). He suggests that one 
cannot base religious beliefs on history because history presupposes a metaphysics. The past can only 
be interpreted by current known principles. Religion has to have an a priori metaphysics in order to 
provide some criterion for meaning and as a check point for its related emotions. These religious 
experiences provide part of the data of the real world used by the metaphysics positing some criteria 
for metaphysical truth that needs to be adequate, logically coherent, exemplary, and explanatory in 
regards to the actual world. 


The Nature of God 


Whitehead called the ordering of the world “the primordial nature of God” where God is 
represented as “the principle of concretion” where the actual processes make their advance. God is 
not the creator of actual entities but rather supplies to them the impetus of self-creation. Each entity, 
including God, is the outcome of “creativity.” This “creative” path is a continual process where the 
elements in the world are synthesized into new unities, each are called “concrescence,” a “production 
of novel togetherness.” It is this advance into novelty where God acquires a “consequent nature.” 
Both process and permanence interplay as aspects of reality. Permanence is a potential element of 
reality and temporal (or time). Permanence is found in eternal objects where non-temporal 
permanence is found in God (or at least in God’s primordial nature). Whitehead’s principle of 
progress is where actual entities become what they are. Being is the potential for becoming (known as 
the principle of relativity). However, as in Plato’s Sophist, they never fully become a complete being 
but only pass from subjectivity to objectivity (immortality). Once the objective destiny has been 
achieved then they can act by efficient causality on others. This corresponds to Aristotle’s doctrine of 
becoming (or perishing). They pass from subjectivity to objectivity (immortality). The outcome is that 
they do not find their own causality or subjective aim. Once they have become ‘objectified,’ then they 
can act by efficient causality on others from past to the present. 


Whitehead’s view of God is bipolar. God’s actual pole is the universe, the cosmos and posits 
God as finite and limited. “To be an actual thing is to be limited.” God cannot be infinite in his actual 
pole or he would be all things that actually are—evil as well as good (PR, 144). This pole is in 
constant change as God prehends more experiences or entities. God’s potential pole is beyond the 
actual world. It is the infinite world of eternal and unchanging potential. There is a self-caused 
movement in God from his potential pole to his actual pole. God is a self-caused ‘being’ who is 


constantly becoming. Thus the process of creation is an eternal ongoing process of God’s self- 
realization (see “The Creation of the World” below). 


All actual entities are bipolar where the physical pole is needed to realize the vision of the 
conceptual pole. This primordial nature relates only to eternal objects since the principle of relativity 
demands that something relate to actual entities. Without God, the actual world would fall into chaos. 
In addition, this superject nature of God is merely the consequent nature as enriched by God’s 
prehensions and as available for prehension by other actual entities—a never-ending process. Evil is 
incompatibility; what is evil does not fit into a given order of the world process. (See “Whitehead’s 
View of Evil” below.) Whitehead’s God has both a primordial nature and a consequent nature or 
God’s superject nature. The latter 1s the being which is being continually enriched by God prehends. 
It is necessary for God to have this consequent nature because God is the orderer of actual entities. 
The former is the orderer of eternal objects which are pure potentials which, like Gottfried Leibniz’s 
monads, cannot relate themselves. The ontological principle demands that there be an actual entity 
behind them, since only actual entities are real causes. 


When it comes to actual entities, they are bipolar by nature as well. The conceptual pole 
(potential aspect) is simple and can be negatively prehended in total. What is conceptual or potential 
is not now. The physical pole (actual aspect) 1s complex and can be prehended partly negatively and 
partly positively. It is some things; it is not other things. The ontological principle 1s that the only real 
causes of anything come from the physical pole. Only actual entities become real causes, final facts. 
This moving from this pole-to-pole progression is a mental process of seizing and incorporating into 
self an apprehension of the surrounding world. It actually goes beyond “apprehending” or 
“comprehending” knowledge to uniting with the world being apprehended, Whitehead incorporates 
the seldom used term called prehension. Prehension is a process of feeling going beyond objective 
handling of objective realities. It absorbs what is prehended into the unity and satisfaction of the 
actual entity that is prehending. There are two kinds of prehension—negative or exclusive and 
positive or inclusive. There are three factors associated with prehension: 1) The occasion of 
experience (the subject, actual entity); 2) The data prehended (the object prehended); 3) The 
subjective form (how the datum is prehended). 


When considering the previous concepts of God (Asaitic, Semitic, Pantheistic gods mentioned 
above), it may be easier to understand Whitehead’s contrasted view. 


e The Eastern Asiatic concept illustrates an impersonal order who self-orders the world resulting 
in its conformity as compared to the world obeying an imposed rule. 


e The Semitic god is a definite, ultimate, metaphysical, personal, individual entity fact who is 
absolute and un-derived. This God ordered the derivative existence called the actual world. 

e The pantheistic concept is similar to the Semitic except the actual world is a phase within the 
complete fact of the being of God. 

e The completed fact is the ultimate individual entity of God. Conceived apart from God the actual 
world is unreal and is only conceived as a part of the description of God. In itself, itis merely a 
certain mutuality of “appearance” where it is only a phase of the being of God. This is the 
extreme doctrine of monism held by bay Parmenides and Shankara (in Hinduism.) (Religion in 
the Making, 66, 67). 


Whitehead rejected these views and held that Christianity is a form of the “Semitic” view 
even though Christian doctrine attempted to add some immanence to the transcendent simple Semitic 
Being. (It is this ‘otherness’ of the Semitic God that he rejects and the all-sufficiency concept of God 
as well.) He states the following: “There is no entity, not even God, ‘which requires nothing but itself 
in order to exist’” RM., 71). 


Rejection of the Traditional Arguments for God’s Existence 


Whitehead rejects the ontological argument for God—the nature of God’s existence. In this 
vein, the cosmological argument can only go so far in its argument as well. In their place, Whitehead 
sides with the “aesthetic argument” based upon order found in creation being orchestrated by God. 
There is a God in the world, because “The order of the world is no accident. There is nothing actual 
which could be actual without some measure of order. . . . this creativity and these forms are together 
impotent to achieve actuality apart from the completed ideal harmony, which is God” (RM., 115). 
God functions as the ground for creativity necessary for the attainment of value in the world. “God, as 
conditioning the creativity with his harmony of apprehension, issues into the mental creature as moral 
judgment according to a perfection of ideals.” Thus, “the purpose of God in the attainment of value is 
in a sense a creative purpose. Apart from God, the remaining formative elements would fail in their 
functions” (RM, 110, 114). However, the world is dependent on God and God likewise is dependent 
on the world. Apart from God, there would be no actual world; apart from the dynamic creativity of 
the world, there would be “no rational explanation of the ideal vision which constitutes God.” Actual 
entities are the only real causes, the final facts. In a sense, everything is somewhere. Eternal objects 
are simple forms of definiteness that never seem to change. These objects are eternal actualities 
where no novel ones ever appear. Change is seen as the becoming of continuity that has no continuity 
of becoming. Actual entities are in the process of becoming without becoming in the process. 


Whitehead’s Denial of Pantheism 


Pantheism is denied because its being is too immanent. However, the alternative that 
Whitehead takes most seriously is to reduce God to an impersonal Force, as the Asiatic concept does, 
resulting in the demeaning of God’s religious significance. However, this is against the classical 
theistic position that states that God is personal and intimately related to the world. In addition to the 
reduced God, His transcendent independence and self-existence is also rejected. God is either finite, 
or he is the universe, including its evil. God is not beyond the world nor is he identical with it. God 
is in the world. Whitehead says that “God is that function in the world by reason of which our 
purposes are directed to ends which in our own consciousness are impartial as to our own interests. 
Further, God is the actual realization (in the world) of the ideal world. ‘The kingdom of heaven is 
God’ ” (RM, 148, 151). 


Future Destiny 


Since the claim is that there 1s an ongoing evolutionary process, God is achieving more and 
more value where it is being stored in His consequent nature, which, as enriched, is called God’s 
“superject nature.” However, “neither God, nor the world, reaches static completion” (PR, 135, 529). 
Therefore, evil is recalcitrant, and no final victory over it is ever possible. Hence, Whitehead 
concludes, “In our cosmological construction we are, therefore left with the final opposites, joy and 
sorrow, good and evil, disjunction and conjunction—that is to say, the many in one—flux and 
permanence, greatness and triviality, freedom and necessity, God and the World” (PR, 518). 


Since God is neither omniscient nor omnipotent, even God does not know how the world 


process will eventuate. For “during that process God, as it were, has to wait with bated breath until 
the decision 1s made, not simply to find out what the decision was, but perhaps even to have the 
situation clarified by virtue of the decision of that concrete occasion” (Loomer, 365). 


The Creation of the World 


God and the world are not actually different. God is the order (and value) in the actual world. 
The world is God’s consequent nature and is the sum total of all actual entities (events) as ordered by 
God. The world is in process and is constantly changing. Therefore, God in his consequent nature is 
constantly in flux. Even though the universe is eternal, God does not create eternal objects. He is 
dependent on them as they are on him where God “‘is not before all creation, but with all creation” 
(Ibid., 392, 521). He does not bring the universe into existence; he directs its progress. God is seen 
more as a ‘Cosmic Enticer’ who lures the actual out of potential by final causality the way one is 
drawn by an object of their love. In this sense, the origin or “creation” of the universe is ex material 
—out of preexisting matter. But this eternal matter is not material but the realm of eternal forms or 
potentials which are there available for God to order and to urge into the world process as various 
aspects of actual entities. But since the realm of eternal objects is God’s primordial nature, the 
movement of creation is also ex deo—out of God’s potential pole into his actual pole (the world). 
Reality moves from the unconscious to the conscious, from potential to actual, from abstract to 
concrete, from forms to facts. What prompts this movement? What actualizes it? The answer is 
creativity. “‘Creativity’ is the principle of novelty.” Creativity introduces novelty into the actual 
world. “The ‘creative advance’ is the application of this ultimate principle of creativity to each novel 
situation which it originates.” Even God is grounded in creativity. “Every actual entity, including 
God, is a creature transcended by the creativity which it qualifies.” Hence, “all actual entities share 
with God this character of self-causation” (PR, 31, 32, 135, 339). 


The world is pluralistic. On a whole, it is God’s “body” and is constructed of many “actual 
entities,” what Whitehead calls “final facts,’ “drops of experience,” or “actual occasions” 
(Primordial Nature of God, 95). The world is an atomistic series of events. 


On a molecular level, it is this creativity of conjunction and continuity that fills in the gaps 
between the atoms that grounds the world process, and that makes many-ness into oneness. It is the 
"substance" of which all actual entities (even God) are the "accidents.” Despite the atomic 
distinctness and continual change in the universe, there is order. This order is given by God and it is 
His primordial nature that provides order to all eternal objects (forms) and the “consequent nature” of 
“God is the physical prehension by God of the actualities of the evolving universe” (PR, 134). 


Human Beings and Freewill 


Human beings are a personal being with a free will. Each person has “subjective aims,” for 
which ends are purposed and final causality is achieved. God provides the overall aim—the initial 
direction, but where the creature goes from there is his or her own responsibility (Ford, 202-3). 


Whitehead’s description of the mind-body relation is that it is a coordination of actual 
occasions. Each person (God included) is a society of actual entities that constantly change. There is 
no changeless, enduring “I.” An individual’s unity is not found in any unchanging essence or being, it 
is a self-caused becoming. Whitehead wrote: “I find myself as essentially a unity of emotions, 


enjoyments, hopes, fears, regrets, valuations of alternatives, decisions—all of them subjective 
reactions to the environment as active in my nature. My unity—which is Descartes’ “7 am’—is my 
process of shaping this welter of material into a consistent pattern of feelings. I shape the activities of 
the environment into a new creation, which is myself at this moment; and yet, as being myself, it is a 
continuation of the antecedent world” (Whitehead, Modes of Thought, 228). 


A person’s identity is produced moment by moment within the community of actual events. As 
in the broader world, there is no continuity in becoming; there is only this becoming in continuity 
(RM, 112). When it comes to immortality, this ends up not being an essential part of Whitehead’s 
dogma. He saw no scientific evidence for it, however, neither did he oppose it. He simply noted that 
at present it 1s generally held that a purely spiritual being is necessarily immortal. His doctrine is 
entirely neutral on the question of immortality, or on the existence of purely spiritual beings other than 
God (RM, 107-8). 


Whitehead’s View of Evil 


Evil is incompatibility, viz., what does not fit into a given order of the world process. God’s 
self-realization is never perfect, nor is it totally incomplete; the actual world is neither purely 
orderly, nor purely chaotic. The immanence of an ordering God makes pure chaos impossible (PR, 
169). God is doing all he can to achieve the most possible out of every moment in the world’s history. 
When considering the process of God it can be seen that “[t]he image under which this operative 
growth of God’s nature is best conceived, is that of a tender care that nothing be lost” (PR, 525). It is 
seen then that evil can be defined as whatever is incompatible with these divine efforts at any given 
moment. What a finite God cannot persuade to fit into the overall unity of the actual world is evil. 
Evil is incompatibility; it is incongruence. Since God does not force the world, but only persuades it, 
he cannot destroy evil. God must simply work with it and do the best he can to overcome it. “[The 
theory of] divine persuasion responds to the problem of evil radically, simply denying that God 
exercises full control over the world. Plato sought to express this by saying that God does the best job 
he can in trying to persuade a recalcitrant matter to receive the impress of the divine forms” (Ford, 
202). Evil is like the left-over pieces of glass that did not fit into the stain glass window. Only this 
“picture” or order changes every split second. What does not fit one moment may fit later. Evil, then, 
must be conceived of as relative. 


For Whitehead, good and evil “solely concern inter-relations within the real world. The real 
world is good when it is beautiful” (Ibid., 269). Goodness always comes in comparative degrees, just 
as things are more or less beautiful. But nothing is either most beautiful or most perfect. “Morality 
consists in the aim at the ideal. . . . Thus stagnation is the deadly foe of morality” (Ibid., 269—70). 
There is at best, for both God and human beings, only a relative achievement of more good. 


Ethics and Values in Whitehead’s World 


Therefore, in the ever-changing world of a kaleidoscope, there is no absolute evil, so there 
are no absolute values. Values change and are subjective. Whitehead claims that “[t]here are many 
species of subjective forms, such as emotions, valuations, purposes, adversions, aversions, 
consciousness, etc.” (PR, 35). God is the measure of all value, but God is no more stable than is 
anything else. Nothing in the world is not changing. 


On the other hand, value is specific and concrete because God wants man to attain value. This 
search for value is also creative. Whitehead makes the following claim: “The actual world is the 
outcome of the aesthetic order [of value], and the aesthetic is derived from the immanence of God” 


(RM, 97, 100-1). The problem with the theistic Christian ethic is that it looks to an end of the world 
—definite goals and an absolute way to go. Christians give free rein “to their absolute ethical 
intuitions respecting ideal possibilities without a thought of the preservation of society” (Adventures 
of Ideas, 16). 


The development of religious dogmas according to Whitehead 1s that they are an expression of 
inward experiences manifesting themselves in some outward sign. These inward experiences must be 
rooted in history. Historically, since language has no stopping point, then dogma associated with 
language must continue to be fluid. Therefore, dogma cannot be final either. Since religious dogma is 
tied to inspiration and some final word, religious dogma too dies. It follows then that there must be 
an avoidance of some extreme impersonal order or creator of the world. In its place should be some 
‘actual entity’ that can introduce ideal forms into the temporal world. Whitehead posits "This ideal 
world of conceptual harmonization is merely a description of God. Thus the nature of God is the 
complete conceptual realization of the realm of ideal forms" (RM, 148). "The world gives by its 
incarnation of God in itself" (RM,149). 


An Evaluation of Whitehead’s Views 


It is difficult to make a comprehensive evaluation due to the fact that his presentations are 
complex and far-reaching. Nonetheless, some brief evaluations can be offered. 


First, his epistemological position 1s for the most part stands on the relativity of truth. But the 
claim that all truth is relative and perspectival is a non-relative and non-prespectival truth claim. 
Thus, in the final analysis, his view is self-defeating. 


Second, there is a mutual and incompaatible self-dependence in the God/world relationship. 
For God is dependent on the world and the world is dependent on God. Whitehead’s God is grounded 
in creativity and creativity is grounded in god. However, this mutual co-dependence and co-creativity 
is impossible and leads only to chaos. 


Third, how can God orchestrate the world if He is not infinitely, omnisciently, and causally 
mindful of the future? Whitehead’s God can only urge the world in some direction and hope for the 
best in this cooperative. 


Fourth, when it comes to solving the problem of evil, a finite god cannot resolve the problem 
of evil. Only the omniscient, omnipotent, theistic God of Christianity can and will provide victory 
over evil. 

Fifth, a 


is running down in His useable energy. This also means that God cannot think any faster than the speed of light. This means He cannot know the whole universe. 


according to Whitehead’s view, God is in space, in time and in matter. This means God is subject to the second law of thermodynamics—God 


Sixth, when it comes to man, he is a different person every split second (about 1/10 of a second). There is no continuing “I” beneath all the change. This 
means that within ten minutes there are 6,000 “I’s” that have existed. One cannot even say, “I am I.” This would destroy the Law of Identity which is at the basis of all 
rational thought 
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Charles Hartshorne. The Logic of Perfection. 

D. F. Lindsey, “An Evangelical Overview of Process Theology,” Sacra 134 (January—March 1977). 
Bernard Loomer, “A Response to David Griffin,’ Encounter 36:4 (Autumn 1975). 


Shubert Ogden, The Reality of God. 

Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality. 
, Religion in the Making. 

, Adventures of Ideas. 


CHARLES HARTSHORNE (A.D. 1897 - 2000) 


Coe 


Introduction 


Although Alfred Whitehead is the father of Panentheism, His student Charles Hartshorne has 
developed and defended this worldview. He produced a number of books on the panentheistic model 
of God, including the following: A Natural theology for Our Time, Man’ Vision of God, Creative 
Synthesis and Philosophic Method, and The Logic of Perfection. 


His Philosophy 
His View of God. 


Hartshorne rejected traditional theism held by Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas which is 
labeled ‘mono-polar’ theism. Instead, he holds to a di-polar (two-pole) perspective—one concrete 
pole and one abstract pole—thus stating that God is not “merely infinite or merely finite, merely 
absolute or merely relative, merely cause or merely effect, merely agent or merely patient, merely 
actual or merely potential, but in all cases both, each in suitable respects or aspects of his living 
reality, and in such a manner as to make him unsurpassable by another. He is even both joy and 
sorrow, both happiness and sympathetic participation in our grief’ (A Natural Theology for Our 
Time, 74, 75). The concrete pole is how God is existing at any given moment in his changing 
experience; the abstract pole is that which is common and constant in God’s character given any 
possible or actual world. God as concrete 1s God as he actually is now; God as abstract is God as he 
must always be. The abstract pole is an abstraction from the divine concrete pole (Divine Relativity, 
79-81). For Hartshorne, all reality is characterized by becoming, not being, by relativity, not 
absolutes, by contingency, not necessity. 


According to Hartshorne, the Divine is in a state of becoming-being. He says that “becoming 
is not a special mode of reality, rather it is its overall character.” In fact, “becoming is reality itself” 
And since the past has already become and the future has not yet become, only the present moment can 
become (that is, be in the process of being created). Consequently, when he speaks of reality he 
means “as of now” (Creative Synthesis, 13, 118). On a cosmic scale, this means every being, 
including God, exists in a great flux—every new event means new atoms, new cells, etc-—even a 
new God. When considering the human experience, these present ‘nows’ occur some ten to twenty 
times per second (“Personal Identity from A to Z,” Process Studies 2 (Fall 1972): 210.). 


Though Hartshorne maintains that God is personal, he does not view God as an actual entity 
but rather sees God as “an enduring society of actual entities” (“The Dipolar Conception of Deity,” 
The Review of Metaphysics 21 (December 1967): 287. Similar to individual who change, God too in 
his present state is not identical to himself in his previous state (nor in his future state). When 
someone serves God today it is not the same God who they served yesterday nor may it be the same 


God they will serve tomorrow (A Natural Theology, 104). 


Love, according to Hartshorne is the “realization in oneself of the desires and experiences of 
others, so that one who loves can in so far inflict suffering only by undergoing this suffering himself, 
willingly and fully.” It can therefore be surmised that human beings love for one another is 
inadequately because they cannot fully know or enter into another’s experiences and desires. God, 
however, can adequately love all because he feels all desires for what they are and experiences all 
experiences as they are. Only he “unwaveringly understands and tries to help” his creatures; only he 
“takes unto himself the varying joys and sorrows of all others’; only his happiness is eminently 
capable of alteration as a consequence (Mans Vision of God, 31, 111, 165, 166.). Because God loves 
all fully, cares about all differences, and is sympathetically responding to them accordingly, God is 
the perfect lover (“Is God’s Existence a State of Affairs?” in Faith and the Philosophers, ed. by John 
Hick, 30). 


His View of Man’s Destiny 


Man’s end is physical death—no afterlife in a literal heaven nor is there hell. He considers 
the notion of heaven and hell a dangerous and huge error that has ever been suggested to the most 
dangerous that ever occurred to the human mind. “Death 1s not destruction of an individual’s reality,” 
rather it is “[m]Jore than you already have been you will not be. For instance, the virtues you have 
failed to acquire, you will now never acquire. It 1s too late. You had your chance.” True immortality 
is everlasting and only belongs to God. For man to live forever is a value prehended in the cosmic 
memory of God (Hartshorne, Logic of Perfection, 254, 259, 262). In brief, there is no individual 
immortality; one survives only in the mind of God. 


SCHUBERT OGDEN (B. 1928) 


Introduction 


Schubert Ogden is a theologian whereas Alfred Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne were both 
philosophers, even though Ogden has adopted their views (Ogden, “Bultmann’s Demythologizing and 
Hartshorne Dipolar Theism,” in Process and Divinity: Philosophical Essays Presented to Charles 
Hartshorne.). Ogden learned the di-polar doctrine of God from Hartshorne and believes that this, 
coupled with Heidegger’s analysis of man is the “right philosophy for Christian theology” and can be 
used to supplement Rudolph Bultmann’s existentialism (Ibid., 511, 498). He rejects the classical view 
of God and only offers two opposing principles that he believes can show the incoherence to the 
classical position. What he does say seems to be similar to those other panentheists. His most 
comprehensive position is stated in his The Reality of God and Other Essays (1963). He also wrote 
the following: Toward a New Theism, In Process Philosophy and Christian Thought, Faith and 
Freedom, and Theology in Crisis. 


His Philosophy 
His View on God 


The classical theist believes that (1) God freely (not by necessity) created the world and (2) 
creation 1s one with God’s own eternal essence. Ogden considers that these two beliefs result “in the 
hopeless contradiction of a wholly necessary creation of a wholly contingent [freely created] world” 
(The Reality of God and Other Essays, 17.). In addition, the classical theist understands that the end 
of man is to serve and glorify God through obedience to His will and commandments. He also states 
that the classical theist service to God is a “statically complete perfection incapable in any respect of 
further self-realization. God can be neither increased nor diminished by what we do.” Ogden objects 
and concludes that whatever man can do cannot truly be for God because our service cannot make any 
difference in God (Ibid., 17-18.). Coinciding with these is a third claim against classical theism 
where he offers an argument from “existential repugnance.” 


If what we do and suffer as men in the world is from Gods perspective wholly 
indifferent, that perspective is at most irrelevant to our actual existence. It can provide 
no motive for action, no cause to serve, and no comfort in our distress beyond the 
motives, causes, and comforts already supplied by our various secular undertakings. 
But, more than that, to involve ourselves in these undertakings and to affirm their 
ultimate significance is implicitly to deny the God [of classical theism] who is Himself 
finally conceived as the denial of our life in the world (Ibid., 18). 


His conclusion: there is no benefit to refer to a wholly indifferent God, the creator of the universe 
guiding it to fulfillment, as a loving heavenly Father who is revealed in Jesus Christ. One needs to 


understand that classical theism undercuts modern man’s belief in “the importance of the secular’”— 
that is, his affirmation “that man and the world are themselves of ultimate significance”—then he 
should reject classical theism as existentially repugnant (Ibid., 18, 19, 44. cf. 48—56.). 


Ogden’s god is more than the abstract pole of the dipolar Panentheism. To him, God is the 
world-whole in the concrete pole (not that God and the world are identical as in Panentheism). God 
is independent “of the actual world (in his abstract identity)” and also inclusive “of the actual world 
(in his concrete existence). God has always existed with “some actual world of creatures, any such 
world was itself created ‘out of nothing,’ in the sense that there once was when it was not.” This new 
world did not actually exist before God co-created it—it was only potentially existent in the 
“conjoint actuality of God and of the creatures constituting the precedent actual world (or worlds)” 
(Reality of God, 62, 63.). Ogden considers the world to be God’s body and is therefore necessarily 
dependent on a world of other things” (Ibid., 61, cf. 176), not just any world, only some world or 
other. Thus God and the world are independent—God needs the world to so that he may prehend 
(remember) the value actualized by his creatures and the world needs God to give it ultimate 
significance (“Toward a New Theism,” p. 186.). 


Ogden challenges the literal interpretation of the first two chapters of Genesis. He says this 
conflicts with the idea of an infinite past because it describes a world process that had a first stage. 
His challenge the literal interpretation because it misunderstands the nature of myth. The nature of 
myth is “to illumine the essential structure and meaning of our life in the present.” It is only when one 
demythologizes the text that the existential meaning comes out for today’s understanding which is that 
the “doctrine of creation affirm[s] primarily that the one essential cause of each moment 1s God’s 
boundless love for it’ (Reality of God, p. 214. cf. “Toward a New Theism,” 177.). 


As a theologian, Ogden is concerned with showing how a process view, coupled with 
Bultmannian existentialism, can give meaning to the principle that God acts in history in order to 
recognize that “every creature is to some extent God’s act” and “is also partly God-created in the 
sense that creaturely freedom has definite limits ultimately grounded in God’s own free decisions” 
(Reality of God, 180-81). 


His View of Man’s Destiny 


Both God and man are historical beings, both having a past, present and a future. Each are 
actualized again and again. God’s history never began (and never ends) whereas man’s did have a 
beginning. There is no individual afterlife for man. However, there is the value man has contributed to 
God’s experience before man’s death. Hence, the goal for man is to advance some real good in the 
world which is done for the glory of God as an imperishable gift to God’s ever-growing perfection 


An Evaluation of Process Theology 


From a positive perspective, panentheists recognize that a piecemeal perspective of the world 
is inadequate and they attempt to find some comprehensive and reasonable explanation for the 
existence of the universe. They grant the possibility of a supreme being where the world must depend 
upon it for its beginning and sustaining. They seem to posit some relationship between God and the 
world without destroying the relationship as the pantheist seems to do. There seems some purpose for 
man in the panentheistic perspective. Lastly, they attempt to couple a scientific worldview with their 
position of creation and God. 


A contrast between the classical view of theism and the panentheistic view in chart form will 


help illustrate the fundamental distinctive. Classical theism is the traditional Christian view of God— 
the God of Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, the Reformers, the Puritans, and most present-day 
evangelicals. Classical theism is rooted in the belief of a personal, infinite, all-knowing, eternal, 
oneness, simplicity (is not composed), aesity (self-existing), pure actuality, necessary, immutable, 
omniscient God who created the world ex nihilo, sustains it, and has supernaturally intervened in the 
world from time to time. The following summarizes these differences. 


Contrasting the Two Views 


THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Creator of the world Director of the world process 
Creation: ex nihilo Creation: ex Deo 

Sovereign over the world Working with the world 
Independent of the world Mutually dependent on the world 
Unchanging Being Changing Being (“becoming’ ) 
Absolutely perfect Growing in perfection 
Mono-polar Di-polar (two poles) 
Actually infinite Actually finite 


From the perspective of traditional theism, panentheist are charged with promoting both a 
finite and an infinite God, a necessary and a contingent Being, an absolute and a relative, where these 
are contradictory when applied in the same sense. However, Hartshorne responds to these 
accusations by saying that each of these alleged metaphysical contradictions are applied separately to 
each of the two poles. Therefore, they are not applied to God in the same sense (Hartshorne, Aquinas 
to Whitehead, 22-24, and Mans Vision of God, 322.). 


Second, it is charged that the notion of God being self-caused is problematic and incredible 
and at the same time non-credible. How could a being exist prior to itself in order to bring itself into 
existence? However, their response may be that God creates his becoming and is producing changes 
in himself, but did not cause his own existence. Hence, God did not exist prior to himself to cause 
himself to exist, but rather he actualizes his own potential for growth. 


The problem above creates another problem. If God causes his own becoming and not his 
own being, then what or who sustains God’s existence? How can a being change without there being 
an unchanging being that grounds the changing being’s existence? When anything changes, it passes 
from potentiality to actuality, from what is not to what is. Therefore, there must be a being other than 
what the process philosopher views as God that sustains him in existence. If this is true, then the 
panentheistic God 1s not really God, but the Being that sustains him is really God. 


Further, from a practical perspective, the panentheistic concept of personhood appears to 
conflict with man’s everyday experiences of himself. Man sees that he is a personal being who, to 
some degree at least, endures change. However, most people do not believe that they become new 
persons each moment of their existence. In fact, to even say that “I become a new person each moment 
I exist” assumes that there is something that endures, namely, the “I to which the changes occur. If 
nothing endures, then can it be said that anything changes? Hartshorne suggests that when one is 
sleeping or has lapsed into unconsciousness he goes out of existence (Hartshorne, Logic of 
Perfection,220, 221.). However, the problem still exists. 


Also, how can one know that everything is changing if there is not some unchanging standard 
by which to measure change? Because we are moving along with it, we don’t notice that the world is 
rotating on its axis or revolving around the sun. How can we know that everything is changing unless 
we can look at something that is not changing? Process Theology has no explanation for this because 
it holds that even God is constantly changing? 


While Hartshorne claims that “God is the wholeness of the world” (Logic of Perfection, p. 
126.), however, this does not mean that God is identical to the world as in the pantheistic view. God 
does permeate the world but does not destroy the individuality of his creatures. Thus, the world is in 
God, but he is distinguishable though not separable from the world (Man’s Vision of God, 348.). 
Second, He does hold to the truth that ‘something exists’ is a necessary truth. The proposition that 
‘nothing exists’ is necessarily false and meaningless—never being able to be experienced (Creative 
Synthesis, 159, 161, 162.). However, he does reject the theistic view of creation ex nihilo. 
Hartshorne maintains that God creates the world ex materia, meaning that God makes “new 
actualities” from “past events” (Whitehead’s Philosophy: Selected Essays, 1935-1970 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1972], 195.) 


One particular implication of Panentheism that needs mentioning is that supernatural acts 
(miracles) are impossible. Their claim of the ‘cosmic’ world as the body of God would render that 
noting apart from God can be interrupted. God is a passive sympathetic being rather than an active 
one. Second, to many Panentheists, miracles are rejected because they are out of line with 
contemporary scientific views of the world ruling out the possibility of miracles. 


Panentheists agree that man is free such that man is a co-creator with God and of God. Man 
helps God not only determine the course of human and ‘cosmic’ events but also the course of God. 
Man actually ends up being a course of the events in history in his becoming, not his being. Man’s end 
is to serve God by contributing value to his ever growing experience. 


NELSON PIKE (A.D. 1930 - 2010) 


Introduction 


In contrast to traditional theism, panetheismn denies the classical attributes of infinity, 
immutability, impassability, simplicity, and eternality (timelessness). Nelson Pike wrote one of the 
best explanations of the process view of God’s timelessness. 


God and Timelessness 


In Nelson Pike’s, God and Timelessness, he objects to the timelessness (eternality) of God, 
claiming that God is not an infinite being outside of the time-space continuum. This notion of 
timelsssness promoted by Pike eliminates foreknowledge ascribed to God. If God is timeless then he 
sees everything now but does not ‘foresee’ (in advance) everything. But the Bible states that God is 
timeless and has foreknowledge. Therefore, God does see everything (past, present, future) in one 
‘eternal now’ and in this sense foresees nothing. In addition, the idea of timelssness as promoted by 
Pike conflicts with the doctrine of Creation because a timeless being cannot act in time but only in 
eternity. However, this creation has been and is created in time and is a temporal world (as seen from 
man’s perspective). It follows then according to Pike that a timeless being could not have created this 
temporal world. 


The idea of timelessness conflicts with the personality of God says Pike. Whatever cannot 
respond intellectually, emotionally, and willfully (the aspects of personhood) to persons is less than 
significantly personal himself. This means that a timeless God cannot respond in these ways since 
timelessness implies immutability and immutability cannot change thoughts, feelings, and will. Hence, 
a timeless God is less than a significant person. This being the case, worship with the mind, feelings, 
and will (the whole person) conflicts with the worshipability of God. A Supreme Being who is able 
and willing to respond to worshippers is more worthy of worship than one who is unapproachable. If 
God cannot respond to persons (for this would involve change), then a timeless god is not worthy of 
worship as a temporal god. 


According to Pike, this idea of timelessness is incompatible with the biblical and creedal 
language concerning God. Their accounts claim that the Bible confesses to God as being in time and 
as changing. However, an eternal being cannot be in time (because he is outside of time) and cannot 
change (because he is immutable). Therefore, there are two options available: either God is temporal 
or the historical biblical record is untrue. Second, this idea is coupled to the incarnation. In the 
incarnation, the eternal enters into and lives in time. But timelessness says that the eternal cannot live 
in time and the changeless cannot live in a changing way. Therefore, the incarnation is impossible 
when considering the timeless view of God relating to the incarnation. 


A Response to Pike’s Notion of Timelessness 


The following are some responses to Pike’s ‘timeless God.’ The elimination of 
foreknowledge is not necessarily wrong. By eliminating foreknowledge then the problem of how God 
can know future contingents is solved. The Bible is speaking from only a human temporal viewpoint. 
God did not create in time but rather it was the creation of time. Time is only ontological and not 
chronological. Timelessness does not make God Jess personal but the most personal. God can and 
does respond to mankind in a way that is most fitting and absolutely perfect, in other words, with 
changeless consistency. Since God is love, he is the most personal of all. Timelessness makes God 
the most worthy object of worship. Any being that is less than absolutely perfect and is subject to 
change would not be the most worthy object of worship. 


When considering the incarnation, the Eternal did not become temporal in Christ; rather, he 
assumed an addition, a temporal dimension, to His eternality. God did not become a man but rather 
Christ assumed a fleshly human nature. There are two natures in one person, a hypostatic union, co- 
joined but not con-fused. 


Most of the bible language is metaphorical—evocative—but not metaphysical. The Bible 
speaks of God as changeless (Psa. 102:27; Mal. 3:6; Isa 1:17; 2 Tim. 2:13; Num. 23:1; Heb. 6:18; 1 
Sam. 15:29) as well as changing (Gen. 6:6; 1 Sam. 15:35; Jonah 3:10). It makes more sense to 
understand the changing ones in light of the unchanging ones. 


The Benefits of an Eternal (Timeless) God 


A proper understanding of an eternal God helps solve the problem surrounding determinism 
and foreknowledge for future free acts (cf. Rom. 9:29). There is no fore-knowledge with God in the 
sense of seeing into the future. God sees all in one eternal now. There is only knowledge with God. 
God’s eternality (or timelessness) preserves the immutability of God. A proper understanding fits 
well with the doctrine of analogy which is the only alternative to monism. It also avoids the 
insuperable problem of finite godism which: 1) does not explain how a finite god can exist without a 
cause; 2) it does not adequately answer the problem of evil; 3) nor does it contain a God who is 
worthy of worship in the highest sense. A proper understanding of an eternal and immutable personal 
loving God provides security and grounds for ultimate commitment of the believer. Lastly, a proper 
understanding provides the most adequate account of all the biblical data. 


OPEN THEISM (FREE-WILL THEISM OR NEO-THEISM) 


Introduction 


Another view with basic similarities with Process Theism has emerged. While attempting to 
retain some features of traditional theism, it adopts crucial aspects of Process Theology. It is self- 
labeled as “Open Theisms.” It is also known as Free-Will Theism or Neo-theism. 


Classical Theism versus Open Theism 


In order to provide a proper evaluation of Open Theism, it must be contrasted with the 
Classical Theistic approach of traditional Christianity. The Classical approach is based on a literal 
hermeneutic interpretation of the Scriptures and is aligned with the traditional Christian view of God. 
The representatives of classical theism were St. Augustine, St. Anselm, and Thomas Aquinas. 


The Bible claims that God has made man in His image (Gen. 1:26); however, modern 
theology (e.g., Process Theology and Neo-theism) attempts to reverse this. There are serious 
consequences in creating God in the image of man, especially by those who claim to be evangelical. 


In recent years, there seems to have been a movement emerging in Arminian circles called the 
“Openness of God” view or “Free Will Theism’ (see Clark Pinnock, The Openness of God, Downers 
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1994). Since this new movement has some significant similarities to 
Process Theology (see Pinnock, “Between Classical and Process Theology,” Process Theology), it is 
included here. 


The proponents of this new view include Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, Richard Rice, William 
Hasker, and David Basinger, who collaborated on a work titled The Openness of God. There are 
others who similarly share in this view, such as Greg Boyd, Stephen Davis, Thomas Morris, and 
Richard Swineburne. According to Pinnock in Openness of God, Open Theists are distinguished by 
five characteristics. 1) “God not only created this world ex nihilo but can (and sometimes does) 
intervene unilaterally in earthly affairs.” 2) “God choose to create us [mankind] with 
incompatibilistic (libertarian freedom—freedom over which He cannot [emphasis added] exercise 
total control.” 3) “God so values [human] freedom—the moral integrity of free creatures and a world 
in which such integrity is possible—that He does not normally override such freedom, even if He 
sees that it 1s producing undesirable results.” 4) “God always desires our highest good, both 
individually and corporately, and thus is affected by what happens in our lives.” And 5) “God does 
not possess exhaustive knowledge of exactly how we will utilize our freedom, although He may very 
well at times be able to predict with great accuracy the choices we will freely make” (OOG, 156). 


As a result, Open Theists have ‘created’ a new perspective that is not identical to the 
traditions of Arminius or Wesley, nor is it identical to Process Theology/Panentheism. Recall that for 
the Panentheists, God did not create the world ex nihilo, he is only the director of world progress, a 
sort of co-operative work between God and man. God does this through his di-polarness, an ongoing 
process of God’s self-realization. The nature of God, being the most fundamental of all doctrines of 
theology, is the key to all other doctrines. On it stands or falls all the other major doctrines. Orthodox 
Christianity has been uncompromising on the major doctrines since its very inception. The following 
chart is a summary of the major issues surrounding the controversy. Included in the list will also be a 
comparison to the Panentheism teaching. (See Geisler, Creating God in the Image of Man, 1997). 


Theism, Neo-theism, Panentheism Comparison 


God’s Attributes 


THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Nontemporal Temporal Temporal 

Simple Complex Complex 

Pure Actuality Actuality and Potentiality Actuality and Potentiality 

Unchangeable will Changeable will Changeable will 

Unqualified omniscience Qualified omniscience Not omniscient 

Foreknowledge of freedom No certain foreknowledge No certain foreknowledge 
Of free acts of free acts 

Cannot learn anything Can learn something Can learn many things 

Unchangeable nature Changeable nature Changeable nature 

Infinite Infinite and Eternal Finite 

Omnipotent Omnipotent Not omnipotent 


God’s relation with the world 


THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 
Independent of the world Independent of the world Mutual dependence on the 
world 


Divine actions on free acts 
THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 
Highly persuasive Overall control No control 


(or coercive) 


Providence 

THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Occasional miracles occasional miracles No miracles 

Providence 

THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Specific General (from without) General (from within) 

Petitionary prayer 

THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Does not change God’s will Does change God’s will Does change God’s will 
or nature not his essential nature and nature 


The future 


THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 


Completely determined Determined in general Completely undetermined 


The problem of evil in men 


THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 
‘Allowed’ and could ‘Unknowingly’ permitted Not planned and could 
have been prevented and could have been not have been 

prevented prevented 


Determinism and freewill 
THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 
Compatible Incompatible Incompatible 


Foreknowledge of free acts 


THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

What will and could happen What will, not could, happen Neither what will nor 
What could happen 

God’s knowledge 

THEISM NEO-THEISM PANENTHEISM 

Complete: past, present Complete: past and present; Partial: past, present, 

and future partial future and future 


Some Concluding Remarks 


The theological basis for Neo-theism against the traditional classical view falls short of the 
mark—there is no real reason to discard the traditions theistic. For no inherent contradictions have 
been demonstrated. 


There are also serious logical flaws within Neo-theism. While it does affirm some of the 
common tenants of classical theism, such as those attributes of God like transcendence, uncausality, 
necessity, and creation ex nihilo, nonetheless, these are coupled to other attributes of God that the 
neo-theist rejects, such as nontemporality, unchangeability, and pure actuality. Logically, they cannot 
have it both ways. If some are accepted, the rest come with the package. 


Further, Neo-theism fails to establish a biblical basis for its beliefs based on sound 
philosophical and traditional theological grounds. One of the proponents of Neo-theism has admitted 
that they have not presented a compelling case for Neo-theism: “I do not consider our model to be 
logically superior to all others... . Nor do I believe the open model to be experientially superior. . . 
.” He continues on to say that he finds it only to be “the most plausible, appealing conceptualization of 
this relationship” (Geisler, The Openness of God, 176). Does this debate really matter? Yes. Ideas 
have consequences (see Richard Weaver, Ideas Have Consequences). Good ideas have good 
consequences, and bad ideas have bad consequences. Logically, Neo-theism leads to a denial of the 


full omniscience of God, the value of predictive prophecy, and the tests for false prophets. In 
addition, it undermines confidence in the promise of God, his ability to answer prayer, and any 
ultimate victory over sin and evil. 


Sources on Neo-Theism 


For further study, see Norman Geisler. Creating God in the Image of Man , 1997; The Battle 
for God: Responding to the Challenge of Neo-theism, 2001; Systematic Theology: God, Creation, 
Part One: Chapters, 2003. 


A Brief Historical Background 


Prior to 1650 A.D. was considered the ‘pre-modern era.’ It is here that metaphysics was the 
dominant study of being (reality). Modernism began with Descartes around 1650 and changed the 
focus to epistemology—how we know what we know. Even though the exact date cannot be agreed 
upon as to when the transition was made into the post-modern era, it did not really take shape until 
around 1950. Its roots are tied with Nietzscheism but it was Heidegger who took center stage 
resulting from his discussions with Derrida. The primary concern in postmodernism is_ the 
deconstruction of hermeneutic—the method of interpretation. Summarizing these three positions can 
be understood through the illustration of a referee calling the pitch in a baseball game. 


The Pre-modern referee says: “I call them like they are.” 

The Modern referee claims, “I call them like I see them.” 

The Post-modern referee declares: “They are nothing until I call them.” 
Forerunners of the Post-modernism Era 


Modern empiricism began with John Locke and David Hume stressing the senses were the a 
posteriori source of all knowledge. By contrast Rene Descartes’ a priori rationalism stressing the 
mind. Then, Immanuel Kant who synthesized the two by stating that the senses provide the content of 
knowledge and the mind gives it form. Without the senses, the mind is empty; the senses without the 
mind are blind. His brilliant synthesis led to agnosticism—one cannot know reality as it is in itself. 
Another result: metaphysics—knowing reality in itself—is impossible. Agnosticism led to Seren 
Kierkegaard’s fideism and Freidrich Nietzsche’s atheism. Kierkegaard suggested a “leap of faith” to 
the “wholly other” God whereas Nietzsche’s “leap of faith’ was to an unknown God whom he 
pronounced “dead.” Nietzsche’s “death of God” meant there was no Absolute Mind which led to 
absolute truth, meaning, or history. Nietzsche claims that God won’t die until the author does because 
the author implies that there is structure and meaning. Add to this, his God cannot be gotten rid of until 
grammar to is gotten rid of. This downward spiral led to textual and hermeneutical relativism. 
Following close behind is philosophical relativism and the denial of laws of thought (logic and anti- 
foundationalism). Absolute purpose is gone as well along with moral absolutes. 


In the absence of an Absolute Mind providing absolute meaning, Ludwig Wittgenstein built on 
Frege’s conventionalism and concluded that all are shut up ina linguistic bubble—there cannot be any 
meaningful statements made about the mystical (metaphysical) beyond. Therefore, God-talk is dead or 
meaningless. 


The ‘later’ Martin Heidegger borrowed Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and posited a new 
hermeneutic which rejected any metaphysical knowledge of reality. From this influence, Jacques 
Derrida contrived his hermeneutical system of deconstructionalism that deconstructs a text to then 
reconstruct it over and over and over again. 


The following chart illustrates the trends associated with Modernism and Post-modernism. 
Generally speaking, the shifts are from epistemology to hermeneutics; from absolute truth to relative 
truth; from seeking the author’s meaning to finding the reader’s meanings; from the structure of the text 
to destructing the text; from the goal of knowing truth to the journey of knowing: 


Modernism Postmodernism 


Unity of thought Diversity of thought 
Rational Social and psychological 
Conceptual Visual and poetical 
Truth is absolute Truth is relative 
Exclusivism Pluralism 
Foundationalism Anti-foundationalism 
Epistemology Hermeneutics 

Certainty Uncertainty 

Author’s meaning Reader’s meanings 
Structure of the text Deconstructing the text 
The goal of knowing The journey of knowing 


Two of the most prominent figures in the Post-modernism era are Jacques Derrida and Paul-Michel 
Foucault who wrote the following: Madness and Civilization (1961); Death and Labyrinth (1963), 
The Order of Things (1966); Discipline and Punish (1975); Archaeology of Knowledge (1976), and 
History of Sexuality (1976-1984). 


It is perhaps Bertrand Russell who describes it best when he wrote about a world without 
God. “Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving.... His 
origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental 
collocations of atoms.... All the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the 
vast death of the solar system.... Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm 
foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built” (Bertrand 
Russell, “A Free Man’s Worship” (in The Basic Writings of Bertrand Russell, p. 67). 


PAUL-MICHEL FOUCAULT (A. D. 1926 - 1984) 


Introduction 


According to David Hirsch in The Deconstruction of Literature: Criticisms after Auschwitz, 
there seems to be a recontextualization that offers insight on deconstructionism and postmodernism as 
an intellectual movements. This aids in finding out how these ideologies caused a turn in American 
academic settings as well. Some believe were three aspects associated with French literary criticism 
that attempts to quiet parts of history. First, there was the silencing of the personal pasts of the 
deconstructors from 1940 to 1945. Second, the silencing of the historical past of the French nation 
occurred during this same time-frame. Third there is the silencing of the Holocaust literature that 
began its appearance in France as early as 1946. Included in the list of several “silencers” is Michel 
Foucault. 


His Life and Works 


Paul-Michel Foucault was born in Poitiers, France in 1926. His father, whom he despised as 
a young man, was a surgeon. Both of his grandfathers were surgeons as well. Paul-Michel’s mother 
was independently wealthy. Young Foucault was raised Roman Catholic and subsequently attended 
the Jesuit educational system in 1940. This was not a positive experience for the Paul-Michel 
because he ended up leaving the Catholic education with a hatred towards religion. In 1945, he 
boarded at the Lycée Henri IV in Paris in 1945. It was here that he read philosophy that prepared him 
for entrance into the acclaimed Ecole Normale Supérieure. This is how he began his path into the 
humanities. It was also here that he studied with great thinkers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean 
Hyppolite, and Louis Althusser. He later received a degree in philosophy in 1948, a degree in 
psychology in 1949, and an additional degree in philosophy in 1952. He was also associated with the 
communist party but later broke ties with them in 1951. 


From 1953 to 1954, Foucault taught psychology at the University of Lille-Nord de France in 
Lille, France. In 1954, he published his first book Maladie mentale et personnalité, a work he later 
disavowed. From 1955 to 1958, Foucault taught at the University of Uppsala, Sweden. In 1960, he 
returned to France to complete his doctorate and to take a post in philosophy department at the 
University of Clement-Ferrand (also known as Blaise Pascal University) in France. Foucault became 
well known both for his academic and political positions through his associations, his writings, and 
travels. In Paris, he died of an AIDS-related illness in 1984. 


His first major work was Madness and Civilization, (1961, later titled The History of 
Madness, Routledge, 2006). Later he wrote, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical 
Perception, (1963, English trans. 1973), Death and the Labyrinth (1963, English trans. 1986), The 
Order of Things (1966, English trans. 1970, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human 
Science), The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), Discipline and Punishment (1975, English trans. 


1977), The History of Sexuality in three volumes: The Will to Knowledge (1976, English trans. 
1977), The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self (1984, 1985 resp. English trans. 1985, 1986 
resp.) and a fourth unpublished volume titled Confessions of the Flesh held privately according to the 
restrictions of his estate. 
His Philosophy 

Both Foucault and Derrida thought that theology should be avoided and jettisoned from post- 
modern thinking. Foucault ob served that the “death of God” (promoted by Nietzsche) occasioned the 
“birth of man.” Some have claimed (e.g., Foucault scholar Jeremy Carrette) that Foucault was an 
atheist abandoning any traditional theological worldview. In fact, Foucault’s primary influence came 
from Nietzsche. Overall, Foucault has shaped philosophy, influenced theology, and has had a great 
effect on post-modernism. 


His Anti-humanism 


Since the postmodern Foucault is anti-theology and carries with him the tenets of 
deconstructionism, it is easy to see that he is an anti-humanist as well in the sense of the crumbling of 
the Enlightenment man. As J.C. Merquior writes in Foucault (as quoted in Engaging Deconstruction 
Theology, Michenert.): “Foucault invites us to awake from the “anthropological slumber” which is the 
oxygen of modern knowledge. For we are haunted by history and humanism; and we are a prey to 
history as a form of thinking because of our humanist obsession—our man besotted way of looking at 
reality’ (51). 

Nietzsche had a profound influence on Foucault. Like Nietzsche, he too implies the death of 
God, but he adds that it is actually synonymous with the death of man as well. According to Foucault, 
who claimed that he was not a Nietzschean, the end of man is actually a return to the beginning of 
philosophy expressed as “nihilist optimism.” Here he states: “It is no longer possible to think in our 
day other than in the void left by man’s disappearance. For this void does not create a deficiency; it 
does not constitute a lacuna that must be filled. It is nothing more, and nothing less, than the unfolding 
of a space in which it is once more possible to think” (The Order of Things, 342 as quoted in 
Engaging Deconstruction Theology, Michenert.). 


Foucault did not deny the existence of human beings, but rather he redefined him as being 
made through the use of language. In other words, humans are not the foundational basis for language. 
Hence, the death of humans means the death of the author where his speech is not longer his own. The 
author only exists as a circulator of words within society. Others are the interpreters of the words. 


Interpreting Discourse 
His View of Truth 


Truth is produced by virtue of multiple forms of constraint and linked to systems of power 
(see Power and Knowledge). Each society has its regime of truth. Knowledge is linked to both power 
and discourse where this discourse establishes the basis of knowledge claims. However, this power 
is a complex mode of interaction where the boundaries which have become social truths must be 
deconstructed. The job of philosophy is to challenge these dominating levels in society and observe 
how they compete with one another, not asserting what is true or false. It follows then Foucault is not 
concerned with what is true of false but rather how the power knowledge and language function as 
true of false—the effects of truth. This power not only says what should not be done (a negative 
force) but what should be done (a positive force) in forming knowledge, producing discourse, and 


inducing pleasure (Ibid., 119). 
His View of History 


Foucault’s view of history springs from his view of knowledge and power. History cannot 
make disinterested and objective claims. Again, the influence of Nietzsche comes out—power as it 
relates to the fabrication of truth and knowledge (see Moore, Poststructualism and the New 
Testament, p. 130 as cited in Michener). So, he is concerned with the rules of analysis as it pertains 
to discourse. This emphasis removes any tie to objective truth allowing new perspectives to take 
place. It is here where his worldview is apparent—challenging the assumption that history is 
teleological and as a progressing movement. Foucault is renouncing faith in the historical record and 
any force behind the destiny of the world. Instead, history consists of ambiguous and disjointed 
events. 


Theological Implications 


The biggest challenge to theological truth comes from the deconstructive postmodern 
opponents. Foucault set forth the notion of truth is produced in the context of power relationships. 
Truth is not verifiable evidence or logical propositions. Instead of asking “What is truth?” the 
question from the deconstructionists is “How and why is this statement true?” Foucault is redefining 
the traditional notion of truth making all truth claims equally valid. It is observed that the Foucaultian 
method presupposes the absence of the personal God of truth. 


Second, the Foucaultian tradition presents a significant challenge to a theologically based 
historical record. It also denies transcendent authority and any metaphysics associated with history. It 
proposes that history be deconstructed in order to find those oppressed nuggets of ‘truths’ which may 
have been culturally and socially repressed. Even though historical record may contain several 
entangled events, this does not mean that any conscious directions gained from history can be 
abandoned—this is too big of a metaphysical leap. 


JACQUES DERRIDA (A. D. 1930 - 2004) 


His Life and Works 

Jacques Derrida was born in Algeria in 1930 into a Jewish family. He was the third of five 
children. Jacques spent his youth in El-Biar, Algeria. On his first day in 1942, Jacques was expelled 
from secondary school by his French administrators. The administrators were implementing anti- 
semantic quotas set by the French government. Rather than attend school under these conditions, he 
secretly skipped school for a year. His youthful dreams gave rise to interests in becoming a football 
player. During his adolescent period, he read works by Rousseau, Nietzsche, and André Paul 
Guillaume Gide (1869—1951, French author), which was instrumental in his revolt against the family 
and society. He also read Camus and Sartre. 


After Derrida visited the Husserl archives in Leuven Belgium, he completed the civil service 
examinations (the philosophy aggregation on Edmund Husserl) for particular positions in the public 
education system. He later received a grant for studies at Harvard University spending the 1956—57 
academic year reading James Augustine Aloysius Joyce’s Ulysses. Joyce (1882—1941) was an Irish 
novelist and poet and was considered one of the most influential writers in the new radical modernist 
movement of the twentieth century. In 1957, Derrida married the psychoanalyst Marguerite 
Aucounturier. Rather than participate in the military activity of Algerian War of Independence, he 
received permission to teach soldiers’ children from 1957 to 1959, teaching them French and English. 


After the war ended, Derrida taught philosophy from 1960 to 1964 at the University of Paris 
where he was the assistant of Suzanne Bachelard (1919—2007, a French philosopher), Georges 
Canguilhem (1904—1995), French philosopher, physician, epistemologist, and philosopher of 
science, Paul Ricoeur (1913—2005), French philosopher known for the combination of 
phenomenological descriptions and hermeneutic interpretations, and Jean Andre Wahl (1888—1974), 
French philosopher. In 1964, Derrida received a permanent teaching position at one of the most 
prestigious French schools for higher education known as the Ecole Normale Supérieure. He 
remained there until 1984. He was also associated with a group called the Tel Quel, an innovative 
magazine comprised of a group of literary and philosophical theorists. His involvement there lasted 
for seven years. Subsequently, he distanced himself from the group after 1971 due to his reserved 
position concerning their embrace of Maoism and the Chinese Revolution. 


Derrida’s work titled “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” in a 
1966 conference at John Hopkins University began his international prominence. In 1967, he 
published three books: Writing and Difference, Speech and Phenomena, and Of Grammatology. 
Later in 1980, he later Thése d'Etat which, when translated to English, was titled The Time of a 
Thesis: Punctuations. In 1983 and in a joint effort with Ken McMullen (b. 1948, film director and 
artist from London) they made a film titled “Ghost Dance.” 


Derrida was also director of studies at the School for Advanced Studies in the Social 
Sciences in Paris and later in 1983 co-founded the Collége International de Philosophie (a.k.a. the 
CIPH) aimed at providing a location for philosophical research. Later in 1986, he became professor 
of humanities at the University of California at Irvine and was visiting professor at a number of other 
American and European universities. He was also awarded honorary doctorates from a number of 
universities as well, even though many criticized his analytic philosophical abilities. Jacques Derrida 
was diagnosed with cancer in 2003 and subsequently died the following year. 


Derrida’s Philosophy 
Jacques Derrida is atheistic regarding the existence of God and agnostic concerning the 


possibility of knowing absolute truth. He is anti-metaphysical—no metaphysics is possible. He 
believes that humans are locked up in their own linguistic bubble (see Wittgenstein). 


Derrida has been given the label Father of Deconstructionism (a.k.a Postmodernism) though 
he personally disavows the popular meaning. He is usually regarded as a contemporary French 
philosopher though some have reservations about this title. Aspects of his thinking were drawn from 
the following predecessors: Immanuel Kant (metaphysics), Friedrich Nietzsche (atheism), Ludwig 
Wittgenstein (view of language), Friedrich Frege (conventionalism), Edmund Husserl 
(phenomenological method), Martin Heidegger (existentialism), and William James (pragmatism and 
the will to believe). However, his views are difficult to understand because of either inadequate 
translations or the nature of his positions. As such, he does not embrace nihilism, advocate anarchism 
(the abolition of government), nor is he an antinomianism—the belief the one is freed from all laws, 
moral and cultural, though his writings may appear to imply such thoughts at times. 


Deconstructionism 


Deconstructionism is a form of hermeneutics—the interpretation of text. Derrida is not out to 
destroy meaning but only to reconstruct it through abandoning the established rules of textual analysis. 
The deconstructionist reads, rereads the text in search for a new, deeper, forgotten meaning. The 
following distinction needs to be pointed out. Deconstruction is not a negation from dismantling the 
text but rather it is a critique that remodels the text, rather than a grammatical-literal-historical 
foundation associated with the text under consideration. 


There are other characteristics associated with his deconstructionism. 


e It embraces conventionalism—meaning 1s relative (not absolute or 
complete) to a culture and situation. There is no meaning prior to language. 

e It accepts perspectivalism—truth is conditioned by one’s 
perspective 

° It holds to referentialism—no perfect reference or one-to-one 


correspondence between words and the meanings they confer. Therefore, meaning 1s ultimately 
untransferable between the writer and reader suggesting that the context is limited. 

e It is differentialism—tational structures leave something out where 
the reader approaches the text with suspicion looking for some “differences” and in search for 
“something” that is “not there.” 

e It embraces a form of linguistic solipsism—inability to escape the 
limits of language. Linguistic concepts can be broadened but limits of it keep the reader 
corralled. 


e It holds to semantic progressivism—all possible meanings are 
never exhausted. A text can always be further deconstructed. 


Understanding Derrida’s Philosophy 


Three factors are key to understanding Derrida’s philosophy—grammar, logic, and rhetoric. 
Grammar expresses acceptable phrases with appropriate modifying words. Logic recognizes the 
absurdity of contradictory phrases. Rhetoric shows how and when to use the phrases mastered 
through grammar and logic. Needless to say, according to Derrida, however, grammar 1s relatively 
superficial, having to do with keeping the signs of language in good order. Logic and rhetoric are 
more profound, dealing with the use and interpretation of signs. 


In addition, Derrida rejects the history of Western philosophy in which language is based on 
logic. That would mean there is a logical underpinning of reality which he denies. In addition, 
Derrida also rejects Plato, Aristotle, the rationalists and empiricists, and even the linguistic analysts 
such as Russell. He also sets aside phenomenologists like Husserl for assuming that there is a logical 
underpinning to reality. 


Some Precursors to Derrida’s Thought 


Frege’s distinction between sense and reference that played a part. The operational definitions 
in science and the recursive definitions in mathematics provide meaning or sense but rather only 
effective criteria for use in expression. Charles Peirce’s pragmatic meanings for clarifying ideas was 
used in Derrida’s operational definitions. John Austin’s view of speech acts that are a rhetorical basis 
for meaning also had an influence on Derrida. Wittgenstein’s language based in “forms of life” 
involved a turn from making demands to making observations which resulted in redirection away 
from logic-base to use-based meaning. Meaning then became a rhetorical force, viz., the role it plays 
in human activity. It follows that experience ends up being the basis of meaning—“Only in the stream 
of life does an expression have meaning." Rhetoric and the actual context of life 1s an essential feature 
of all linguistic meaning. 

According to Derrida, language is not based on logic but 1s rather logic is based on rhetoric. 
One must “deconstruct” language based in logic 1n order to learn how linguistic expressions are used 
in human activity. Language based on logic entails a mistaken belief that there are “private languages” 
with “inner speech” and “private mental life.” If logic is sovereign, then a private language is 
possible. If logic is formal, then ideas would not vary with circumstances. 


Rhetoric as a Basis of Language 


Derrida held that meaning is based in rhetorical force, namely, the role it plays in human 
activity. Rather than an underlying formal logic, meaning comes out of the stream of life where words 
express time-bound experiences. In order to understand what a text means, one must first fully 
understand its actual life context. Derrida’s central arguments may be seen in the following five 
points. 

1. All Meaning is Complex. No pure and simple meanings stand behind the signs (words) 
of language. If all language 1s complex, then no essential meaning transcends time and 
place. 

2. All Meaning is Contingent. Every object of language and meaning is contingent upon a 
changing life reality. There is no objective meaning. 


3. All Meaning is mixed. No pure experiences exist without reference to transient 
experience. There is no private mental life that does not presuppose an actual world. One 
cannot even think about a concept without contaminating it with some reference to our own 
past or future. 


4. There is no such thing as a perception. Deconstructionists do not reject everyday 
experience. They reject idealized concepts disconnected from the everyday world. The 
nature of what is signified is not independent of the sign that signifies it. 


5. Rhetoric is the basis of all meaning. All written language is dependent on spoken 
language. It is not dependent on the meaning of spoken signs but is instead dependent on the 
pattern of vocalization (phonemics). Phonemes are parts of sound that can be represented 
by a letter. Without this difference in phonemes, letters are impossible. “Difference” is the 
key to meaning, since all sounds must be differentiated to be distinct and form meaningful 
sounds. There cannot be any simple signs, since signs can't be transcribed into writing 
without both time and reference to another system (which are complex) 


Derrida also rejected the view that meaning is rooted in timeless ideas. He saw this as: (1) a 
radical disjunction results between sign and what is signified; (2) a residual Platonism occurs that 
explains actual in terms of the ideal; (3) a radical distinction between sense and reference (between 
the timeless, context-free and the time-dependent contextual variant) is created; and (4) a resolution 
of basic issues ends up depending upon one’s own concept of time and eternity. Derrida concludes: 
"It remains, then, for us to speak, to make our voices resonate throughout the corridors in order to 
make up for the breakup of presence [1.e., reality manifesting itself to us].” 


What is the final result? The end of Western philosophy and the closure of metaphysics! Many 
believe Western philosophy comes to an end when incorporating Derrida’s philosophy such that 
Western philosophy literally self-destructs as it deconstructs. But Derrida himself believed that goes 
on endlessly in continuous deconstructions or reinterpretations. 


Evaluating Derrida’s Deconstructionism 


Derrida deconstructionism illustrates how the linguistic tradition leads to agnosticism—the 
view that nothing can be known about reality. Making a pointed critique of Western thought, he 
reveals that, unless one’s philosophy begins in reality, it can never logically end in reality. His 
critique that “private language” and esoteric thought cut one off from reality, and his 
deconstructionism is open his view up to serious evaluation. 


Derrida’s position is laced with obscurity and ambiguity, making it difficult to understand and 
evaluate. His view contains many apparently contradictory claims, such as: “The history of 
philosophy is closed.” or, “Metaphysics has come to an end.” For in order for such claims against 
philosophy and metaphysics to be made, one cannot avoid using philosophy and metaphysics. His 
claim that we cannot know anything about reality is self-defeating. How does he know this unless he 
knows something about reality? What sort of epistemological status should be given to his statements? 
If they were true, they would be false. If they are mere poetical protests, then they do not destroy 
objective meaning or metaphysics. Even considering his rejection of (or protest against) metaphysics, 
Derrida uses metaphysical presuppositions. The very fact that he inquires about the “the real” 
indicates an underlying of metaphysics. In addition, when he claims that language depends on a 
relation to the world, this assertion strongly implies a metaphysical view of the world. 


Further, Derrida’s denial of logic is highly problematic, if not self-defeating. The very 


language that denies logic is based in logic; otherwise it would be meaningless. He posits his logical 
statement in order to refuse the acceptance of logic statements. 


His view is a form of nominalism and radical empiricism (the “real” is what is immediately 
before me in sensory experience). As such, deconstruction reduces to a type of empirical solipsism 
and is subject to the same criticism of these views. Moreover, the primacy difference over identity 
departs from common sense and makes all real communication impossible. Indeed, Derrida could not 
even communicate his own position to anyone if his view was right. The sentences conveying his 
view would have no meaning on a conventionalist theory of meaning. In short, he appears to have left 
himself no ground to stand on—even to express his own view. 


Finally, Derrida’s “speech” is no better than Kant’s unknowable “noumena,” Wittgenstein’s 
“silence,” or Hume’s “flames.” For none of them tell us anything about reality. 


Sources Used in Discussing Derrida 
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——., Writing and Difference. 
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Steven Evans, Christian Perspectives on Religious Knowledge. 

Roger Lundin, The Culture of Interpretation: Christian Faith in the Post-Modern World. 
J. F. Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. 
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JEAN-FRANCOIS LYOTARD (A.D. 1924 - 1998) 


oY) / 
His Life and Works 


Jean-Francois Lyotard was born in Versailes in 1924 to Jean-Pierre Lyotard and Madeleine 
Cavalli. He was a sales representative by vocation. Jean attended French schools in Paris. He began 
studying philosophy at the University of France, graduating with a Master’s degree in 1950. His 
dissertation investigated apathy and detachment associated with Zen Buddhism, Taoism, Stoicism, 
and Epicureanism. He began teaching philosophy in Constantine in French East Algeria. He later 
earned his Ph. D. in literature and presented a dissertation titled Discourse, figure which was 
published in 1971. During the 1950’ to the early 60’s, he was party with a left-wing Marxist group 
and an active participant with the French political uprising in 1968. The influences of phenomenology 
and Wittgenstein helped shape his worldview towards social modernism. 


Loytard also lectured at the University of California, Irvine, Johns Hopkins, Berkeley, Yale 
and the University of California, San Diego. Prior to his death, he divided his time between Paris and 
Atlanta, where he taught at Emory University as the Woodruff Professor of Philosophy and French. 


He married twice and had three children. He was best known for influence on the death of the 
meta-narratives. Meta-narratives are ‘stories’ or ‘grand narratives’ that only interpret things because 
of a lack of objective truth, thus requiring proof upon proof ad infinitum. He wrote The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge which was published in 1979 introducing the term 
“postmodernism.” Lyotard died unexpectedly in April 1998 from a case of leukemia that had 
advanced rapidly. 

His Philosophy 

Lyotard rejects the over-arching narrative about the world. According to Lyotard, Western 
modern times are characterized by meta-narratives that seem to posit the notion of guaranteed 
progress through the application of reason. Its efforts can be applied to politics, capitalism, 
speculations, and morality. However, according to Lyotard, the faith in these meta-narratives during 
present modern times seems to have been lost. Following Nietzsche’s “death of God movement” is 
the death of history and progress as well. The result of this demise is that the ideological plans for a 
unified society must be rejected. How is this death of society shown? By wars, fascism, 
totalitarianism, and genocide. The Enlightenment concepts of the past pointing towards unity can no 
longer be depended upon because their promises—those meta-narratives—have not been kept. The 
promises of freedom have failed, poverty still exists, and human bondage and lack of rights continues. 
Adding to these failures is the fact that technology—such as the pervasive use of the internet, email, 
and increased television viewing—has harmed human interactions. 


“Language-games” 


Smaller narratives are called language games (cf. Wittgenstein). Lyotard attempts to dethrone 


the Enlightenment’s ideal that science was the standard of rational objectivity. He considered science 
as one of many “language games.” The postmodern scientist tells stories and is not held to governing 
methodologies. Even though the scientist tells these “stories,’ they are still held to the verification 
process. However, the verification process allows freedom in knowledge and the possibility of new 
discoveries, a sense of breaking the old rules of the particular scientific language game. These new 
“rules” are associated with traditional logic where there is some unconscious false reasoning that can 
take place, thus making room for creativity. This is in contrast with sophism—a deliberate form of 
reasoning with a motivation to deceive. In summary, Lyotard is making a call to reject science as the 
ultimate which allows making room for creativity, invention, tolerance for the unknown, and cultural 
pluralism. 


The Loss of the Self. 


The postmodern idea of the ‘self’? promoted by Lyotard means humans do not yield to God. 
Humans are to live in a web of language games and network of expressions. The human being of 
coherent independence is out of fashion. Humans live in exchanges found in this modern “language 
game” surrounded by a web of unestablished rules. This ‘new freedom’ does not bind us to normative 
ethical or moral values for all people for all times but rather ties him to maximum freedom and 
creativity pointing away from previously established universality. 


The Impact of Lyotard on Theology 


Lyotard denies “grand narrative” associated with theology as well as science. There is no 
ultimate objectivity in either area. Attempts only end in scientism (in science) and dogmatism (in 
religion)). In the world, there are many smaller narratives that conflict, even though some ‘truth’ may 
be found in them. The promises of freedom they posed had indeed failed. Moreover, his view of 
‘freedom in knowledge and the possibility of new discoveries, a sense of breaking the old rules’ 
applied to Christianity causes a serious problem. 


RICHARD RORTY (A. D. 1931 - 2007) 


His Life and Works 


Richard Rorty was born in New York City in 1931. Both his parents were activists, writers 
and social democrats. His maternal grandfather was Walter Rauschenbusch who was influential in the 
Social Gospel movement of the early twentieth century. Richard’s father suffered from two nervous 
breakdowns and Richard likewise suffered from depression. 


Shortly before turning fifteen, young Richard entered scholastic studies at the University of 
Chicago earning a bachelor’s degree in philosophy in 1949 and subsequently a master’s degree in the 
same area of study in 1952. Furthering his interests, he went to Yale University and earned his Ph.D. 
in philosophy in 1956. 


Rorty taught at Wellesley College from 1958 to 1961, Princeton University from 1961 to 
1982, and was professor at the University of Virginia from 1982 to 1998. He became Professor 
Emeritus in 1998. He was also Professor of Comparative Literature and Professor of Philosophy at 
Stanford University in California. 


Rorty began his academic career as an analytic philosopher believing that the tools of logic 
and painstaking analysis of language could organize answers to complex philosophical questions. In 
1967, he wrote a philosophical and linguistic work titled The Linguistic Turn. However, he began 
questioning modern philosophy and developed an interest in continental philosophy (known as the 
19" and 20" century mainland European philosophy) including the French post-structuralists and the 
Neitzsche’s perspectivism. Rorty later published Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), 
criticizing the notion that the mind reflects the representation of external reality, 1.e., the 
correspondence theory of truth. By 1982, he abandoned foundationalism in favor of liberal 
pragmatism to later write Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989) and Objectivity, Relativism, 
and Truth: Philosophical Papers, Vol. I in 1991. 


He married twice, first an academic from Harvard University and then to a bioethicist from 
Stanford University. He had children from both marriages. Richard Rorty died from pancreatic cancer 
in 2007at his home. 


His Philosophy on Truth and Language 


Like Derrida, Rorty dismissed the ideal associated with the modern notion positing 
philosophy’s insight regarding the nature of truth. Instead, he suggests that philosophy offers literary 
or cultural critiques and criticisms. This idea he attaches to his denial of the realists view of 
language. In addition, he advocates what he calls an “anti-representational’” accounting which does 
not render knowledge fitting with reality. Knowledge, then according to Rorty, is a series of habitual 
actions acquired in order to deal with reality. Concepts only echo reality. Therefore, sentences are not 


true because they correspond to reality but instead truth is a human convention mediated by language. 
Hence, ‘knowledge’ is ‘like truth.’ Truth claims are only associated with their present context. 


Rorty was pragmatic and his motivation was politically on the liberal side. He proposes three 
characteristics associate with pragmatism. First, when applied to truth and knowledge, it needs to be 
based on non-essentialism, thus denying an intrinsic property tied to the object. Second, he denies any 
difference between facts (what is) and values (what ought to be). Lastly, he recommends that there be 
an unlimited inquiry not held to constraints. It is here that it can be observed that he is post-modern; 
he rejects the notion of man as an independent thinking being (as promoted by Kant). Truth then is 
socially and contextually fenced in. He wanted to replace religious or philosophical accounts of a 
suprahistorical basis with liberal narratives of history that allows free and equal dialogue. 


Rorty on Theological Matters 

There are two areas of concern when evaluating Rorty on theological issues. These areas are 
in ethics, his idea of utopia, and his position regarding hermeneutics. First, Rorty views of God as 
some impersonal “thing” in which we have the capacity to suspend some judgment regarding Him, or, 
God may be used as an inadequate symbol mistaking the name for just simply a word or a form of 
language (Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, p. 97-98, cited in Michener, Engaging Destructive 
Theology, p. 130). 


Rorty’s ethic emphasized a division between the public and the private. His ethic is primarily 
focused on the community. Human rights are not based on some universal truth claim, nor are they 
based on a truth associated with human nature. Hence, there are no human rights and no universal 
moral truth codes. However, there is a focus on minimizing cruelty and respecting the values of 
another allowing freedom when it comes to others lifestyles and religious beliefs. We must see the 
‘other guy’ as a human like ourselves and these realizations can come from literature. Ronald 
Michener in Engaging Deconstructive Theology suggested that biblical narratives could do such a 
thing—illustrating to its readers how to care for the poor and the unjustly treated. These early 
narrative accounts identify their sufferings making the reader more sensitive to suffering in the world 
today. 


When considering the ideals of morality, Rorty suggests that when it comes to moral 
dilemmas, that they not be resolved by any change of heart but rather by a form of “redescription” 
based upon our own voice in the community of common language. Hence, he does not believe in a 
supernatural Being that has the power to transform the moral deviant. Rorty’s utopia then is his 
elimination of suffering and a guarantee of free expression. This can only happen through local social 
reform and political change. However, he does not claim to be a relativist. 


Rorty Compared to Derrida 


Rorty sides with Derrida in that he sees an epistemological bankruptcy. As a solution, he used 
deconstructive tools whereby reminding us that philosophy is not a dispenser of truth but rather is just 
simply a form of writing. On the other hand, Rorty wants philosophy to be an ethically responsible 
voice compared to Derrida’s suggestion of it being totally disintegrated through his deconstruction. 


AN EVALUATION OF POSTMODERNISM (DECONSTRUCTIONISM) 


The Postmodern Attack on Foundationalism 


Postmodernism’s atheism and relativism has attacked foundationalism and the views on 
history, and textual interpretation, which form the basis of Christian thought. Foundationalism states 
that there are self-evident principles which form the basis for all knowledge. There are two basic 
types of foundationalism: deductive and reductive. Deductive foundationalism is based upon the 
notion that certain axioms are defined as self-evident truths and from these, all other truths are 
deduced from them. The problem with this is that not all axioms are necessary and some are empty 
yielding no knowledge of reality. Reductive foundationalism, on the other hand, states that all truths 
are reducible to self-evident first principles, i.e., non-evident statements are evident in terms of 
something else. The problem here is that there cannot be an infinite regress of non-evident statements. 


The remedy is found in the first principles of knowledge which are in themselves self-evident 
—the predicate is reducible to the subject. These first principles are as follows and are provided in 
relation to Being (B): 


1. The Law of Existence: “Being is.” (B is.) 

2. The Law of Identity: “Being is being.” (B 1s B.) 

3. The Law of Non-contradiction: “Being is not non-being.” (B is not non-B.) 

4. The Law of Excluded Middle: Either Being of non-being.” (Either B or non-B.) 
5. The Law of Causality: ““Non-being cannot cause being.” (Non-B cannot cause B.) 


6. The Law of Contingency: “No contingent being can cause its own 
existence.” (Contingent B cannot cause itself.) 


7. The Law of Analogy: “An effect is similar to its efficient cause.” (B’s 
effect is similar to its efficient cause.) 


These first principles are all first principles of thought and being and, as such, they apply to 
reality and to metaphysics. They are undeniable in the sense that if there is any attempt to deny them, 
its affirmation is used in its denial. The claim that I do not exist implies that I exists in order to make 
that claim. These first principles can be used to demonstrate the existence of God. For if something 
exists (#1 above, et. al.), it cannot cause its own existence (#6). Second, non-being cannot cause a 
being (#5) therefore, this being that causes another being to exist is Being itself (#2), and it cannot not 
exist and exist at the same time (#3). Further, either it is or it is not existing (#4). Hence, this being 
(the effect) resembles its efficient cause, Being (#7). For being applies to both the existing Cause of 
being and the being which it causes. Being produces being since it cannot share with another what it 
does not have to share. It cannot give what it hasn’t got. 


Critiquing Post-Modernisms Claims 
Its View of History 
Post-modernism claims that all historical accounts are relative. As one historical relativist 
claims, “The event itself, the facts, do not say anything, do not impose any meaning. It is the historian 
who speaks, who imposes a meaning” (Carl L. Becker, “What Are Historical Facts?” in The 


Philosophy of History in Our Time, 131). This assertion would destroy Christianity since it is a 
historical religion, based as it 1s on the life, death, and resurrection of Christ (1 Cor. 15:1-19). 


Their own claim however is self-defeating. How can one know that something is not objective 
history unless he has some objective knowledge of history that enables him to say that a particular 
view of history 1s not objective? Charles Beard, the apostle of historical relativity himself, wrote: 
"Contemporary criticism shows that the apostle of relativity is destined to be destroyed by the child 
of his own brain." For, "If all historical conceptions are merely relative to passing events...then the 
conceptions of relativity is itself relative." 


Its View of Hermeneutics and Meaning 


First, their view is based on conventionalism—all meaning is culturally relative (see above). 
They claim that all hermeneutic meaning 1s subjective (thus denying objective meaning). These claims 
are self-destructive. In their attempt to deny that statements correspond to reality, they make a 
statement which they believe corresponds to reality. Recall that Derrida claims that all are locked 
inside a “linguistic bubble” unable to get out. However, the claim that all statements that imply one 
can know nothing but what 1s inside the linguistic bubble simply implies that one has knowledge of 
more than what is inside the bubble in order to make the claim. The post-moderns claim that logic is 
language is dependent. However, logic transcends all culture. To make the claim that the Law of Non- 
contradiction is not applicable to all cultures is itself a non-contradictory statement about all cultures. 
Further, the claim that no macro-statements or macro-narratives can be made is itself a macro- 
statement about reality. Lastly, the post-modern claim that meaning is determined by the reader and 
not the author is crippling. The post-moderns fully intend to have their meaning retrieved from their 
texts and do not want the reader to interpret something other than what they mean. Hence, a 
contradiction is produced based on their own proposition. 


Its View of Meaning and Truth 


Post-modernism embraces a conventionalist theory of meaning which affirms that all meaning 
is culturally relative. It rears its ugly head in literature and television (including the internet and the 
ever-growing film industry). These media promote the idea that there are no universal truths and that 
all is particular through the small stories while neglecting the grand narrative. Life is something that 
is just ‘done’ when there is nothing to view on television —hence, life’s meaning is lost. It equalizes 
and abolishes any class distinctions. Its ends up trivializing life itself—after viewing a murder, the 
network moves right to a commercial. 


In the post-modern world, truth ends up being perspectival and pluralistic. There is a shift 
from propositional concepts to the visual where even though words are understood, pictures are 
recognized. There is a stress over on the effects (feelings) rather than the cognitive (thinking). When it 
comes to the area of ethics, there is a focus on the antinomian individualism—the idol of the self. 
There is also the reductionistic naturalism that centers on the empirical sensationalism. 
Multiculturalism and political fragmentation become evident in society. Ultimately, all these lead to 
narcissistic hedonism that sets up sensuality as its god and a crash landing of the moral immune 
system. The God of the universe is replaced by the man-god of post-modernism. 


The Essential Problem with Post-Modernism 


The problems with post-modernism could be summed up in a neat package, it could be stated 
as follows. 1) It cannot be thought consistently; 2) It cannot be spoken consistently. 3) It cannot be 
lived consistently. Why is it an inconsistent worldview? Because it is based on atheism, and atheism 
cannot be thought, spoken, or lived consistently. Its inability y to think or speak consistently has 
already been shown by the self-defeating nature of their central claims. Its inability to be lived 


consistently has come from its own atheist proponents as illustrated below. 


Jean Paul Sartre: “I reached out for religion, I longed for it, it was the remedy. Had it been 
denied me, I would have invented it myself... I needed a Creator....” (The Words, 102). 


Albert Camus: “For anyone who is alone, without God and without a master, the weight of 
days is dreadful” (The Fall, 133). He also declared that “Nothing can discourage the appetite for 
divinity in the heart of man” (Camus, The Rebel, 147). 


Friedrich Nietzsche: He wrote a poem to an “Unknown God”: “Unknown one! Speak. What 
wilt thou, unknown-god?... Do come back with all thy tortures! To the last of all that are lonely, Oh, 
come back!... And my heart’s final flame --Flares up for thee! Oh, come back, My unknown god! My 
pain! My last—happiness!” (Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Part Four, “The Magician’). 


Bertrand Russell: “Even when one feels nearest to other people, something in one seems 
obstinately to belong to God...at least that is how I should express it if I thought there was a God. It is 
odd, isn’t it? I care passionately for this world and many things and people in it, and yet...what is it 
all?” There must be something more important one feels, though J dont believe there is” (emphasis 
his). 

The Existential Failure of Post-modernism 


This aching to have the inner void filled is reminiscent of Blaise Pascal (1623—1662), 
French mathematician, scientist, and philosopher who insisted that there is a God-sized vacuum in the 
human heart which nothing but God can fill. He wrote: “What else does this craving, and this 
helplessness, proclaim but that there was once in man a true happiness, of which all that now remains 
is the empty print and trace? This he tries 1n vain to fill with everything around him... though none can 
help, since this infinite abyss can be filled only with an infinite and immutable object; in other words 
by God himself’ (Pascal, Pensées # 425). 


Even the skeptic David Hume (1711—1776) could not live out his own skepticism. He wrote: 
“Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dispelling these clouds [of doubt], 
nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of the philosophical melancholy and delirium...” 
(A Treatise on Human Nature 1.4.7). His solution? “I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I 
converse...; and when after three or four hours’ amusement, I would return to these speculations, they 
appear so cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into them any 
farther” (ibid. 1.4.7). 


Atheist Sigmund Freud (1856—1939), Austrian neurologist who founder of the discipline of 
psychoanalysis, claimed that ““What is characteristic of illusions is that they are derived from human 
wishes.” As for “religious doctrines,” “all of them are illusions and insusceptible of proof’ (The 
Future of an Illusion, 49-50). As it turns out, however, it is the atheist who has the illusion. Freud 
never made a study of believers on which he based his views. And recent studies show that belief in 
God leads to a better and happier life. Paul Vitz did a study of the great atheist and found that those 
who were fatherless actually wither of functionally. He wrote, “Indeed, there is a coherent 
psychological origin to intense atheism” (p. 3). “Therefore, in the Freudian framework, atheism is an 
illusion caused by the Oedipal desire to kill the father (God) and replace him with oneself’ (Faith of 
the Fatherless, 13). 


The famous historian and philosopher William James Durant (1885—1981) wrote, “I survive 
morally because I retain the moral code that was taught me along with the religion, while I discarded 


the religion.... You and I are living on a shadow.... But what will happen to our children...? They 
are living on the shadow of a shadow” (Chicago Sun-Times 8/24/75 1B). 


It was John-Paul Sartre (1905—1980, French existentialist philosopher) who affirmed that he 
had given up on God. However, as is obvious from the following quote, God had not given up on 
him. Before his death, he is recorded as saying, “I do not feel that I am the product of chance, a 
speck of dust in the universe, but someone who was expected, prepared, prefigured. In short, a being 
whom only a Creator could put here” (National Review, 11 June, 1982, p. 677). 


Former Atheist Francis Collins (b. 1950, American physician-geneticist) who headed up the 
human genome project made this inquiry: “Why would such a universal and uniquely human hunger 
[for God] exist, if it were not connected to some opportunity for fulfillment?... Creatures are not born 
with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there 1s such a 
thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well there is such a thing as water” (The Language of God, 
38). 

As the above citations show, even atheists themselves when evaluating atheism conclude it is 
like living ona “shadow of a shadow.” Itis not “bearable.” Itis “dreadful,” even “cruel.” It even 
leads to “delirium.” The main point is that postmodernism is not only unthinkable and unspeakable, 
but it is unlivable. 


Some Final thoughts 


The British Humanist Magazine charged that Humanism is almost "clinically detached from 
life.” It recommends they develop a humanist Bible, a humanist hymnal, Ten Commandments for 
humanists, and even confessional practices! In addition, "the use of hypnotic techniques—music and 
other psychological devices—during humanist services would give the audience that deep spiritual 
experience having them emerge refreshed and inspired with their humanist faith..." (1964). There 
services could even include the following ‘humanist’ hymns: “Socrates, Lover of My Soul,” “No One 
Ever Care for Me like Plato,” and “My hope is Built on Nothing Less than Jean Paul Sartre and 
Nothingness”! A humanist poem might read something like this: 


Open my eyes that I may see, 
More of my own subjectivity. 
Help me, Derrida, ever to be 
All absorbed in uncertainty. 
Then I'll know what it is to be 
Lost forever in postmodernity. 
---N.L. Geisler 


THEOLOGICAL POSTMODERNISM: THE EMERGENT CHURCH 


The Influences Behind Postmodernism 


The post-modern movement finds its roots in Friedrich Nietzsche and the death of God 
movement he spawned (see above). The entire post-modern movement can be cast in this context. 
Nietzsche wrote: “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we, the 
murderers of all murderers, comfort ourselves?” (“The Madman” in Gay Science, 125). After the 
pronouncement of the death of God, then the rest of post-modernism logically follows. If there is no 
absolute Moral Law Giver, then there can be no absolute moral law (subjectivism). Likewise, if there 
is no absolute Mind, then there can be no absolute meaning (conventionalism) or absolute truth 
(relativism). Further, if there is no objective meaning, then there cannot be an objective interpretation 
of a text. Hence, deconstructionism follows. Therefore, the death of God leads to the death of every 
other area of thought and life as illustrated below: 


1. “Death of God” Atheism 
2. Death of objective truth Relativism 
3. Death of exclusive truth—Pluralism 
4. Death of objective meaning Conventialism 
5. Death of thinking (logic)—Anti-Foundationalism 
6. Death of objective memory---Reconstructionism 
7. Death of objective interpretation Deconstructionism 
8. Death of objective values Subjectivism 


The Influence of Postmodernism in Theology 


The North American father of post-modernism in evangelical theology, Brian McLaren, 
wrote: “But for me...opposing it [Postmodernism] is as futile as opposing the English language. It’s 
here. It’s reality. It’s the future.... It’s the way my generation processes every other fact on the event 
horizon” (McLaren, The Church on the Other Side (COS), 70). He added, “Postmodernism is the 
intellectual boundary between the old world and the other side. Why is it so important? Because 
when your view of truth is changed, when your confidence in the human ability to know truth in any 
objective way is revolutionized, then everything changes. That includes theology...” (McLaren, COS, 
69). 

Post-modernism in theology has been called by a variety of other names as well, such as Post- 
Protestant, Post-Orthodox, Post-Denominational, Post-Doctrinal, Post-Individual, Post-Foundational, 
Post-Creedal, Post-Rational, and Post-Absolute. However, in reality, “Post” actually means “Anti” 
not “after” since post-modernism itself is opposed to everything listed above which they see as part 
of the modern world. 


Key Works of the Postmodern Theology 


There are a variety of works promoting postmodern theology. Brian McLaren wrote The 
Church on the Other Side, A Generous Orthodoxy, and A New Kind of Christian. Stanley Grenz, the 
grand-father of the movement wrote: A Primer on Post-Modernism, Beyond Foundationalism, 
Revisioning Evangelical Theology. Rob Bell recently hit the front page of Time magazine with his 
denial of Hell in his book, Love Wins. Bell also wrote Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith, 


and Jesus Wants to Save Christians: A Manifesto for the Church in Exile; Love: A Book about 
Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person Who Ever Lived. Doug Pagitt and Tony Jones penned, 
An Emergent Manifesto of Hope and Tony Jones wrote, The New Christians: Dispatches from the 
Emergent Frontier. Donald Miller, Emergent Manifesto and Blue Like Jazz. Steve Chalke and Allan 
Mann wrote The Lost Message of Jesus and Dave Tomlinson wrote The Post-Evangelical. Spencer 
Burke and Barry Taylor penned A Heretics Guide to Eternity. There is also a website that can be 


visited: www.emergentvillage.com. 
The Fundamental Beliefs of Postmodern Theology 


There are many beliefs in post-modernist theology. Below is a listing and summary of the key 
views and a response. The apostle Paul urges Christians to do what he was doing when the Church at 
Corinth was experiencing anti-Christian teaching: “We destroy arguments and bring every thought 
captive to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). 


Anti-Absolutism 


McLaren wrote: “Arguments that pit absolutism verses relativism, and objectivism versus 
subjectivisim, prove meaningless or absurd to postmodern people” (McClaren, “The Broadened 
Gospel,” in “Emergent Evangelism,” Christianity Today [Nov. 2004], 43). 


As will be illustrated, the root problem with post-modern thought is that it is self-defeating. It 
cannot state its view without contradicting itself. For example, 


1. Relativism stated: ‘““We cannot know the absolute truth.” 
2. The self-refutation: We know that we cannot know absolute truth. 


Anti-Exclusivism 

Another aspect of post-modern thought is its pluralism or anti-exclusivism. McClaren wrote: 
“Missional Christian faith asserts that Jesus did not come to make some people saved and others 
condemned. Jesus did not come to help some people be right while leaving everyone else to be 
wrong. Jesus did not come to create another exclusive religion” (A Generous Orthodoxy, 109). 


“But Christianity’s idea that other religions cannot be God’s carriers of [redemptive] grace 
and truth casts a large shadow over our Christian experiences” (Samir Selmanovic, in Pagitt, An 
Emergent Manifesto of Hope, 191). “Christianity is a non-god, and every non-god can be and idol” 
(Ibid., 192). “God cannot be hijacked by Christianity” (Ibid., 194). “Ifa relationship with a specific 
person, namely Christ, is the whole substance of a relationship with the God of the Bible, then the 
vast majority of people in world history are excluded from the possibility of a relationship with the 
God of the Bible...” (Ibid., 194). “To put it in different terms, there is no salvation outside of Christ, 
but there is salvation outside of Christianity” (Ibid., 19). “Would a God who gives enough revelation 
for people to be judged but not enough revelation to be saved be a God worthy of worshiping? 
Never!” (Ibid., 195). Now for an evaluation of their focus. 


Anti-Exclusivism 


1. The anti-exclusivism claim: “It is wrong to make a claim that one view is exclusive 
truth as opposed to opposing views.” 

2. The self-refutation: The anti-exclusivism claim is exclusively true as opposed to 
exclusivism. 


Anti-exlusivism is just another term for pluralism. The problem is clear—the claim that no 


view is exclusively true is an exclusivistic truth claim itself. 


1. The Claim of Pluralism: “No view is exclusively true.” 
2. The self-refutation: It claims that its view (that no view is exclusively true) 1s 
exclusively true. 

Anti-Foundationalism 


Stanely Grenz noted in the title of his book Beyond Foundationalism that the post-modern 
movement is opposed to epistemological foundationalism. That is, they are opposed to the view that 
there are self-evident principles at the basis of all thought. Tony Jones writes, “The theory that at the 
bottom of all human knowledge is a set of self-inferential or internally justified beliefs; in other 
words, the foundation is indubitable and requires no external justification. For the conservative, the 
sacred text of Christianity 1s indubitable, established by an internal and circular reasoning: “‘The 
Bible claims to be God’s truth, so therefore it’s true.” (Jones, The New Christian, 19). 


The basic principles of foundationalism include the laws of logic, such as the following: 


1. The Law of Identity (A is A). 

2. The Law of Non-Contradiction (A is not non-A). 

3. The Law of Excluded Middle (Either A or non-A). 

4. The Laws of rational inference. 
For example, it is a rational inference to conclude that: 

(a) If all Ais included in B. 

(b) And all B is included in C. 

(c) Hence, All Ais included in C. 
However, there are different kinds of rational inferences. There is the categorical inference as shown 
above. There is also the hypothetical inference as illustrated below: 

(a) Ifall human beings are sinners, then John is a sinner. 

(b) All human beings are sinners. 

(c) Therefore, John is a sinner. 
In addition, there are also the disjunctive inference, such as: Either a person is saved or else he is lost 
(but he cannot be both at the same time and in the same sense).Therefore, if he is not saved, then he 
must be lost. Given these kinds of principles being the bedrock of foundationalism, it is difficult to 
see what one could have against these venerable laws of thought. 

Nonetheless, Stanley Grenz wrote a whole book against Foundationalism titled: Beyond 
Foundationalism. McLaren, adding his thoughts on the topic, writes: “For modern Western 
Christians, words like authority, inerrancy, infallibility, revelation, objective, absolute, and literal are 
crucial.... Hardly anyone knows ...Rene Descartes, the Enlightenment, David Hume, and 
Foundationalism—which provides the context in which these words are so important. Hardly anyone 
notices the irony of resorting to the authority of extra-biblical words and concepts to justify one’s 
belief in the Bible’s ultimate authority’ (McLaren, Generous Orthodoxy 164). 

To reduce their view to a simple proposition, making the following claim: 
1. The claim of anti-foundationalism: “Opposites can both be true.” 
2. The self-refutation: They hold that the opposite of this statement (that opposites can 
both be true) cannot be true. 
However, this must be false. But if the opposite of true is false, then they are using a foundational 
logical principle to deny foundational logical principles. The result? A self-defeating proposition. 
Anti-Objectivism 

Another characteristic of post-modern thought is subjectivism. Grenz wrote: “We ought to 
commend the postmodern questioning of the Enlightenment assumption that knowledge is objective 
and hence dispassionate” (Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 166). Put in simple form: 

1. The Claim of anti-objectivism: “There are no objectively true statements.” 
2. The self-refutation: It 1s an objectively true statement that there are no objectively 
true statements. 

In short, their anti-objectivism makes an objective truth claim. Hence, it is hanged on its own 
epistemological gallows and ends in self-destruction. 


Anti-Rationalism 


Another characteristic of post-modernism theology is anti-rationalism. It is a form of fideism 
that denies that reason has any place in matters of faith. Grenz chided, “Twentieth-century 
evangelicals [who] have devoted much energy to the task of demonstrating the credibility of the 
Christian faith...” (Grenz, PPM, 160) are “Following the intellect [that] can sometimes lead us away 
from the truth” (Grenz, PPM, 166). Of course, he seems blissfully unaware of the fact that not 
following basic rational thought will lead you there a lot faster! 


McLaren, added: “Because knowledge is a luxury beyond our means, faith is the best we can 
hope for. What an opportunity! Faith hasn’t encountered openness like this in several hundred years” 
(McLaren, COS, 173). He continues and offers this advice: “Drop any affair you may have with 
certainty, proof, argument—and replace it with dialogue, conversation, intrigue, and search” 
(McLaren, Adventures in Missing the Point, 78). Here again there is a self-defeating claim: 


1. The Claim of Fideism: “There are no reasons for what we believe.” 
2. The self-refutation: There are good reasons for believing there are no good reasons 
for what we believe. 
To state it another way, 
1. The Claim of Fideism: “Knowledge is a luxury beyond our means.” 
2. The self-refutation: We have the luxury of knowing that we can’t have the luxury of 
knowing. 
And Again, Anti-Objectivism 


The term that describes anti-objectivism in meaning is Conventionalism. It claims that all 
meaning is culturally relative. There is no fixed meaning. Meaning is not objective. Here again the 
reader is faced with self-destructive claims: 

1. The Claim of Conventionalism: “There is no objective meaning.” 
2. The self-refutation: It is objectively meaningful to assert that there is no objective 
meaning. 

The post-modern dilemma is painful. It cannot even express its view without borrowing from 
its opposing view. It literally has no ground of its own on which to stand. It is living on borrowed 
capital. 

Anti-Realism 


According to post-modern theology, there is no objective world that can be known. Rather, 
“the only ultimately valid ‘objectivity of the world’ is that of a future, eschatological world, and the 
‘actual’ universe is the universe as it one day will be” (Grenz, Renewing the Center, 246). 


1. The Claim of Anti-Realism: “There is no real world now that can be known.” 


2. The self-refutation: We know it is really true now (i.e., true in the real world now) 
that there is no real world now that can be known. 


One cannot know now that there is no real world now. For “really” implies there is a reality 
to know. And, if there is a real world now, then one cannot deny it without implying it. 


Anti-Certainty 


Protestants believe the Bible is infallible (Mat. 5:17-18; John 10:35), but not any 
interpretation of it—like an alleged infallible Papal pronouncement. However, lacking infallibility in 


all matters of Faith does not mean we lack certainty in some matters. The principle of perspicuity 
(clarity) affirms that the main teachings of Scripture are clear and we can be certain of them. For in 
the Bible the main things are the plain things, and the plain things are the main things. Of these, the 
believer can have moral certainty. Post-modern Christians challenge the notion that one can have any 
certainty in the knowledge of the Bible. McLaren put it this way: “Well, ’'m wondering, if you have 
an infallible text, but all your interpretations of it are admittedly fallible, then you at least have to 
always be open to being corrected about your interpretation, right?... So the authoritative text is never 
what I say about the text or even what I understand the text to say but rather what God means the text 
to say, right?” (McLaren, NKC, 50). 

1. The claim of Anti-Certainty: “My understanding of the text is never the correct 

one.” 


2. The self-refutation: My understanding of the text is correct in saying that my 
understanding of the text is never correct. 


In short, the claim that one is certain that he can never be certain about anything the Bible 
teaches is a self-refuting claim. 


Anti-Propositional 


It is an essential truth of evangelical Christianity that the Bible contains propositional truth 
claims. That is, regardless of the literary form (story, parable, poetry, or proverbs), the Bible contains 
truth that can be stated in propositional form. In other words, the Bible contains doctrinal truths. 
However, Grenz and other post-modern theologians claim that: “Our understanding of the Christian 
faith must not remain fixated on the propositional approach that views Christian truth as nothing more 
than correct doctrine or doctrinal truth’ (Grenz, PPM, 170). Therefore, “Transformed in this manner 
into a book of doctrine, the Bible is easily robbed of its dynamic character” (Grenz, Revisioning 
Evangelical Theology, 114-115). 


1. The Claim of Anti-Propositionalism: “Our view of the Christian faith must not be 
fixed on propositional truth (doctrine).” 

2. The self-refutation: We must be fixed on the propositional truth that we should not 
be fixed on propositional truth. 


What the anti-propostionalist fails to see 1s that denying propositional truth is a propositional 
truth. Denying doctrine is a doctrine. Denying creeds is a creedal statement. 


Another post-modern claim connected to this is the following: 


1. The Claim of Anti-Propositionalism: “Doctrinal truth is not dynamic.” 
2. The self-refutation: It 1s a dynamic doctrinal truth (of post-modernism) that 
doctrinal truth is not dynamic. 


But doctrine is dynamic! Ideas have consequences! E = MC’ is a proposition that had dynamic 
consequences—it produced an atomic bomb. Likewise, biblical truth has consequences as well. The 
truth of the Gospel has consequence—it is the power of God unto salvation (Rom. 1:16). To deny the 
Gospel or its underpinning doctrines is to destroy the power of the Gospel. 


Anti-Orthodoxy 


Post-modern Christian Dwight J. Friesen speaks out against orthodoxy—the belief in orthodox 
doctrines of the Bible. He wrote: “Jesus did not announce ideas or call people to certain beliefs as 
much as he invited people to follow him into a way of being in the world.... The theological method 


of ortho-paradoxy surrenders the right to be right for the sake of movement toward being reconciled 
one with another, while simultaneously seeking to bring the fullness of conviction and belief to the 
other.... Current theological methods that often stress... orthodoxy/heresy, and the like set people up 
for constant battles to convince and convert the other to their way of believing and being in the 
world” (Friesen, in EMH, 205). Therefore, “in ortho-paradox theology propositions and truth claims 
are more important than ever but not as litmus tests of correct belief or practice; rather, truth claims 
become launching pads for differentiated relationship.... Ortho-paradox theology is less concerned 
with creating ‘once for all’ doctrinal statements or dogmatic claims and is more interested in holding 
competing truth claims in right tension” (Friesen, in EMH, 209). 


1. The Claim of Post-Orthodoxy: “We should not insist on being right about doctrine.” 
2. The self-refutation: We insist on being right in our doctrine that we should not insist 
on being right in our doctrine. 


The creed on non-creedalism is itself a creed. One cannot deny orthodox doctrine without 
believing that his doctrine (teaching) on this matter is orthodox. 


Anti-Condemnationalism (Universalism) 


Much of post-modern theology embraces various forms of universalism—the belief that 
ultimately no one will be lost. All will eventually be saved. Getting to the point—there is no hell—at 
least no place with anyone in it. McLaren tried to side-step the issue by claiming, “More important to 
me than the hell question, then, is the mission [in this world] question." (McLaren, Generous 
Orthodoxy, 114). Jesus reconciled “all things, everywhere.” And “Hell is full of forgiven people.” 
Rob Bell wrote: “Our choice is to live in this new reality or cling to a reality of our own making” 
(Bell, Velvet Jesus, 146). He added, “So it is a giant thing that God is doing here and not just the 
forgiveness of individuals. It is the reconciliation of all things.” (Bell in “Find the Big Jesus: An 
Interview with Rob Bell” in www.beliefnet.com). His recent book Love Wins claims that God will 
keep on loving everyone in this life and in the next until everyone accepts it. 


1. The claim of Universalism: “All persons (free agents) will be saved.” 


2. The self-refutation: All persons (free agents) will be saved, even those who do not 
freely choose to be saved. 


C. S. Lewis pinpointed problem with universalism: When one says, “All will be saved,” my 
reason retorts, “Without their will, or with it?” If I say, “Without their will,” I at once perceive a 
contradiction; how can the supreme voluntary act of self-surrender be involuntary? If I say, “With 
their will,” my reason replies, “How, if they will not give in?” (The Problem of Pain, 106-107). 


Elsewhere, Lewis states it this way: “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those 
who say to God, ‘Thy will (oh God) be done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end. “Thy will (oh 
man) be done.’ All that are in Hell chose it. Without that self-choice there could be no Hell” (The 
Great Divorce, 69). 


Jesus said as recorded in one of the Gospel accounts, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,...how often I 
have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you 
were not willing” (Mt. 23:37). Contrary to Rob Bell, it is because God is loving and man is free that 
there must be a hell. God cannot force people into heaven any more than we can force someone to 
love us. Love always works persuasively but never coercively. 


Anti-Individualism 


Another dimension of much of emergent thinking is anti-individualism or collectivism. 
McLaren writes: “He said he had been raised, as I had, to believe that the central story of the Bible 
was about saving individual souls. The gospel, as he (and I) had understood it, was about getting 
individual souls to heaven.... First, it smacked of selfishness. Would God want a heaven full of 
people who wanted to be ‘saved’ but didn’t want to be good?... Second, in a postmodern context, he 
said, the individualism of this approach sounded downright evil...” (McLaren, 4 New Kind of 
Christian, 62). 


Unfortunately, it is self-defeating to claim God is interested in group but not in individuals. 
For all groups are made up of individuals. And while good wants us to belong to a body and to have 
unity in our community of believers, nonetheless, in the final analysis all salvation is individual. God 
does not save people by groups or even families. He saves them one by one, individual by individual. 
This, of course, plays into the hands of ecumenism and the world-church movement which, as we 
know, is a characteristic of the end-times. Salvation is only found in the whole, not in each person or 
part. Indeed, the bible says, “Each one of us shall give an account of himself to God” (Rom. 14:12). 


This anti-individualism is manifest in the post-denominationalism of the post-modern church. 
As Dwight J. Friesen put it, “Ortho-paradox theology may be understood as supporting a form of 
ecumenism, which broadens the conversation beyond the church to include and engage cultural 
voices” (Friesen, in EMH, 209). Of course, this post-denominationalism will lead ultimately to the 
super-denominationalism of the world church. Tony Campolo tells how this union of seemingly 
opposed views may emerge. In his book Speaking My Mind he says: “A theology of mysticism 
provides some hope for common ground between Christianity and Islam. Both religions have within 
their histories examples of ecstatic union with God, which seem at odds with their own spiritual 
traditions but have much in common with each other. I do not know what to make of the Muslim 
mystics, especially those who have come to be known as the Sufis. What do they experience in their 
mystical experience? Could they have encountered the same God we do in our Christian mysticism?” 
(149,150). 


Anti-Innerantism 


Evangelical Christians affirm that the Bible is the inerrant (without error) Word of God. Why? 
Because the Bible is the Word of God, and God cannot error (Jn. 17:17; Heb. 6:18). So, the Bible 
cannot etr. 


This historic and biblical position is opposed by the anti-inerrantism of postmodernism. 
McLaren wrote: “Incompleteness and error are part of the reality of human beings” (McLaren, COS, 
173). Grenz added, “Our listening to God’s voice [in Scripture] does not need to be threatened by 
scientific research into Holy Scripture” (Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology, 116). He adds, 
“The Bible is revelation because it is the [errant] witness to and the [errant] record of the historical 
revelation of God” (Grenz, ibid., 133). 


McClaren rejects the view that: “The Bible is the ultimate authority.... There are no 
contradictions in it, and it is absolutely true and without errors in all it says. Give up these assertions, 
and you’re on a slippery slope to losing your whole faith’ (McLaren, GO, 133-134). He claims that 
“Hardly anyone notices the irony of resorting to the authority of extra-biblical words and concepts to 
justify one’s belief in the Bible’s ultimate authority” (GO, 164). 


However, the anti-inerrancy view is also trapped in self-contradiction. Consider the 
following: 


1. The Claim of Errantists: “No human writing is without error.” 
2. The self-refutation: This claim (that no human writing is without error) is without error. 


Dwight J. Friesen’s adds still another dimension in Orthoparadoxy: “‘A thing is alive only 
when it contains contradictions in itself ....’ Just as he [Moltmann] highlights the necessity of 
contradictions for life, so I declare that embracing the complexities of contradictions, antinomies, and 
paradoxes of the human life 1s walking the way of Jesus” (in Pagitt ed., An Emergent Manifesto of 
Hope, 203). 


Anti-Substitutionism 


Steve Chalke claims: “The fact is that the cross is a form of cosmic child abuse—a vengeful 
father, punishing his son for an offence he has not even committed. Understandably, both people inside 
and outside of the church have found this twisted version of events morally dubious and a huge 
barrier to faith. Deeper than that, however, is that such a construct stands in total contradiction to the 
statement ‘God is love.’ If the cross is a personal act of violence perpetrated by God towards 
humankind but borne by his son, then it makes a mockery of Jesus' own teaching to love your enemies 
and refuse to repay evil with evil” (Steve Chalke, The Lost Message of Jesus, 184). 


Responding to Chalke’s criticism, the Bible speaks to the motivation as to the substitutionary 
death of Jesus Christ. For starters, God gave His Son because He loved the world (Jn. 3:16) and it 
was Jesus who freely gave His life because he loved humankind (Jn. 10:14, 18). Second, it was the 
sacrifice of His life that was necessary for man’s salvation (Lev. 17:11; Rom. 3:21-26; Heb. 9:22; 
Mark 10:45 cf. Isa. 53; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Peter 3:18). 


Anti-Trinitarianism 

Emergent Church proponent Donald Miller wrote: “I asked him if he believed that the Trinity 
represented three separate persons who are also one” (Blue Like Jazz, 202). 

However, when the Trinity is said to be three separate persons, then this illustrates the tenants 


of the heresy called Tritheism. Orthodox Trinitarianism affirms that there are three distinct (but not 
separate) persons (like three distinct corners on one triangle). The persons of the Trinity are not three 
separate persons (like cutting off the three corners from a triangle or having three separate triangles). 


Closing Comments on Self-defeating Statements 


Like all the foregoing self-defeating claims of post-modernism, they set the trap and fall in it 
themselves. Jesus declared while looking up to heaven: "Your Word [oh Father,] is truth." (John 
17:17). He added elsewhere, “If he called them gods, unto whom the word of God came, and the 
scripture cannot be broken." (John 10:34-35). “Laying aside the commandment of God, you hold the 
traditions of men..., making the word of God of no effect through your traditions.” (Mark 7:8, 13). 
Paul declared that “All scripture is given by inspiration of God...."(2 Tim. 3:16). The Scripture is the 
Word of God (Rom. 9:6) and God cannot err (Titus 1:2). Jesus said, “’It is written’...by every word 
that proceeds out of the mouth of God.” (Mat. 4:4). Since the Bible is the very words of God, then to 
attribute error to the Bible, is to attribute error to God. 


This is not to say that there are no difficulties in the Bible. There are. But St. Augustine's 
dictum put it well: “Jf we are perplexed by any apparent contradiction in Scripture, it is not 
allowable to say, The author of this book is mistaken; but either [1] the manuscript is faulty, or 
[2] the translation is wrong, or [3] you have not understood.” (Augustine, Reply to Faustus 11.5) 

The Emerging Problems with the Emergent Church 


Post-modern theology is self-defeating. It stands on the pinnacle of its own absolute and 
relativizes everything else. It is an unorthodox creedal attack on orthodox creeds. It attacks 
modernism in the culture but 1s an example of postmodernism in the church. In an attempt to reach the 
culture it capitulates to the culture. In trying to be geared to the times, it is no longer anchored to the 
Rock. It is not an emerging church; it is really a submerging church. 


As Mark Driscoll aptly put it, “The emergent church is the latest version of liberalism. The 
only difference is that the old liberalism accommodated modernity and the new liberalism 
accommodates postmodernity” (Mark Driscoll, Confessions of a Reformation REV, 21). 

The Emergent Church inconsistency can be summarized as follows: 

It says that everything must change—But nothing that is essential should change. 
It promotes a manifesto of hope—But it is a declaration of disaster. 
It tries to refocus the faith—But it distorts the true faith. 
It tries to renew the center—But it rejects the Core. 
It is trying to repaint the faith—But instead it repudiates the Faith. 
It claims to be a generous orthodoxy—But it is a dangerous unrthodoxy. 
It is the Church on the other side—But it ends up being on the other side of the Church 
It is a primer on post-modernism—But it ends up being a primer on New Modernism 
The Emergent Church is built on sand, and will not stand. Christ's Church is build 
on Stone, And it cannot be overthrown. (Mat. 16:16-18). 
Answering a Final Objection 
Some post-modernists try to avoid the painful logic of their own self-defeating statements by 


claiming that they are not making any truth claims. Strange as this may seem, it does not solve their 
problem. C. S. Lewis pinpointed the problem of ‘anti-truth claims’ well when he wrote in Miracles 


“You can argue with a man who says, ‘Rice is unwholesome’: but you neither can nor need argue with 
a man who says, ‘Rice is unwholesome, but I’m not saying this is true.’ I feel that this surrender of the 
claim to truth has all the air of an expedient adopted at the last moment. If [they]...do not claim to 
know any truths, ought they not to have warned us rather earlier of the fact? For really from all the 
books they have written...one would have got the idea that they were claiming to give a true account 
of things. The fact surely is that they nearly always are claiming to do so. The claim is surrendered 
only when the question discussed...is pressed; and when the crisis is over the claim is tacitly 
resumed” (Lewis, Miracles, 24). In short, either the post-modernist is making truth claims or he is 
not. If he is, then his views are self-defeating. If he is not, then he is not even in the stadium. He can’t 
play the “game” unless he is on the field. By claiming that he is making no truth claim, then he has 
disqualified himself in the arena of truth. 


An Important Distinction: Emerging, not Emergent 


Not all emerging beliefs are bad. Kevin De Young and Ted Kluck summarize it well. The 
emergents “have many good deeds. They want to be relevant. They want to reach out. They want to be 
authentic. They want o include the marginalized. They want to be kingdom disciples. They want 
community and life trans- formation....”” However, “Emergent Christians need to catch Jesus’ broader 
vision for... a church that is intolerant of error, maintains moral boundaries, promotes doctrinal 
integrity, stands strong in times of trial, remains vibrant in times of prosperity, believes in certain 
judgment and certain reward, even as it engages the culture, reaches out, loves, and serves. We need a 
church that reflects the Master’s vision—one that is deeply theological, deeply ethical, deeply 
compassionate, and deeply doxological” (Why We’re Not Emergent, 247-248). 


Some Works Addressing the Emergent Church Issues 


The following list shows present-day works that evaluate post-modernism in theology and are 
recommended for further study. 
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Smith, R. Scott, Truth and The New Kind of Christian. 
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Philosophy, Vol. 5, (Routledge: New York, 1996). 


Stuart Brown, ed. The Age of German Idealism, Routledge History of Philosophy, Vol. 6, 
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Zondervan Pub. House, 1996). 
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Abstract. That which exists in the 
mind rather than the external world; 
the conceptual as opposed to the ob- 
jective; the general as opposed to the 
particular. 


Absurd. In logic, a contradiction, 
as in “‘round square."’ In existen- 
tialism, the impossibility of objective 
or ultimate meaning. 


Accident. A property or quality not 
essential to a thing. 


Ad hoc. Literally, *‘to this’’; per- 
taining to one case alone. 


Ad hominem. Literally, ‘“‘to the 
man’; in logic, an attack on or ap- 
peal to the personal rather than to rea- 
son. 


Ad infinitum. Carried on without 
end; forever. 


Aesthetics. The study of beauty. 


A fortiori. Literally, ‘‘with greater 
force’’; in logic, the argument with 
the form, ‘‘If this is true, then how 
much more is that true.”’ 


Agnosticism. The belief that one 
cannot, or at least does not, know 
reality, or especially, God. 


Analytic judgment. According to 
Kant, a proposition whose predicate 
is deducible from the subject, as in, 
‘All husbands are married men.” 
Analytic philosophy. A movement 
in philosophy, primarily in England 
and North America, which advocates 
the analysis of language as the heart 
of philosophy. 

Antinomy. A contradiction com- 
prised of a thesis and antithesis. 
Apologetics. ‘Literally, ‘‘defense”’; 
in philosophy, the discipline of ra- 
tionally justifying one's beliefs. 

A posteriori. From experience, 3S 
opposed to a priori. 


A priori. Prior to or independent of 
experience. 
Atheism. The world view which 


claims that no God exists; the uni- 
verse is all there is. 

Atomism. The ancient belief that 
the universe consists of innumerable 
tiny, indivisible pellets of realtiy. 
Axiology. The study of values, as in 
ethics, aesthetics, and religion. 
Being. That which is or exists; the 
real. 

Cause. The necessary and suffi- 
ciem condition for an effect. 
Coherence theory of justification. \n 
epistemology, the theory that there 
are no immediately justified beliets, 
justification is a relationship among 


belicfs, none of which is epis- 
temologically prior. 
Coherence theory of truth. A test 


for tcuth which considers s«lf- 


consistency determinative. 


Contingent. Dependent on another 
for its existence or function. 


Cerrespondence theary of truth. 
Definition of truth as that which cor- 
responds to reality. 


Cesmological argument. The ar- 
gument from the contingent, chang- 
ing world (cosmos) to the existence 
of God. 

Deduction. Arguing from the gen- 
eral to the particular; also a logice! 
argument whose conclusion follows 
necessarily from one or more prem- 
ises. 


De facto. Actually; as a matter of 
fact. 
Deism. The belief that God created 


the world and is transcendent, denies 
that God is immanent in the world, 
especially in any supernatural way. 
Deontology. The ethical view that 
stresses duty rather than conse- 
quences (see teleology). 

Demiurge. Plato's concept of a 
creator or god who formed the world 
(cosmos) out of the chaos. 


Determinism. The belief that all 
events in the universe (including 
man’s actions) are controlled by pre- 
vious Conditions. 

Dialectic. Drawing out truth 
through dialogue that jeads to logical 
conclusions. 

Dialectical. A process of thought 
or of history which by the tension 
between thesis and antithesis leads 
to a synthesis. 

Dualism. The world view which 
teaches the existence of two ultimate 


realities (such as Giod and evil, or 
Spirit and matter). 


Efficient cause. The agent by which 
an effect is produced. 


Emanation, In pantheism (Ploti- 
nus), the flowing of the universe 
necessarily from God, as rays flow 
from the sun or radii flow from the 
center of a circle. 

Emptrical verifiability principle. In 
logical positivism, the belief that only 
those propositions which are verifi- 
able through sense experience are 
meaningful. 


Empiricism. The theory of knowl- 
edge which holds that all knowledge 
begins in sense experience. 


Epistemology. Theory of knowl- 
edge or how we know. 


Equivocation. Use of the same term 
with two different meanings. 


Eschatology. Study of last things 
(the future). 


Essence. Qualities or attributes of a 
thing which are necessary; its nature. 


Essentialism, ethical. The ethical 
view that God wills moral rules be- 
cause they are right, and flow from 
His essence or character (see volun- 
farism). 


Ethics, The study of right and 
wrong, of what one ought to do. 


Exemplar cause. The pattern or 
blueprint after which something is 
made. 


Existentialism. A philosophical 
movement which stresses that exis- 
tence 1s prior to essence; the concrete 


and individual is over the abstract and 
universal, 


Ex nihilo. The Christian belief that 
God created the world *‘out of noth- 


ing. 
Fallacy. A logical error of in- 
ference, relationship, or conclusion, 


Fideism. The view that there are no 
rational ways to justify one’s belicfs: 
faith alone is necessary. 


Final cause. The end or goal for 
which an agent acts; the ultimate. 


Finite. Having specific boundaries 


or limits. 

Finite godism. The world view that 
affirms there is a god but that he is 
limited in power and/or love (see 
theism), 


First principle. Basic axiom or 
proposition; self-evident assumption. 


Formal cause. The structure or 
form of which something consists. 


Foundationalism. In epistemology, 
the belief that knowledge is based on 
first principles or immediately jus- 
tified beliefs. 

Gnosticism. Early religious cult 
which held God is good, matter is 
evil, and man is saved by knowledge 
(gnosis) of special hidden truths. 
Hedonism. The ethical view which 
claims that pleasure is the greatest 
good. 

Humanism. The belief that man is 
the highest value in the universe. 


Idealism. The philosophy which 
holds that reality consists of minds 
and ideas rather than matter. 


Identity, principle of. The law of 
logic which says a thing is identical 
to itself, that is, A is A. 

Identity theory. The belief that 
mind and matter are manifestations of 
one reality, matter. This is a sophisti- 
cated form of materialism. 
immanent. Indwelling. God's im- 
manence is His presence within the 
universe (see transcendent). 


Immortality. The doctrine that man 
will live forever. 


Indeterminism. The belief that at 
least some events, especially human 
behavior, are uncaused. 


Induction. Arguing from the par- 
ticular to the general. 


Infinite. Without limits or bound- 
aries. 


Infinite regress. The belief that 
causes are infinitely dependent on 
dependent causes; it is impossible to 
arrive at a first principle (see). 


instrumental cause. The means or 
tools through which an agent acts. 


Intuitionism. In ethics, the view 
that in every situation the right action 
is self-evident. 


Logic. The study of valid thinking 
and argument. 


Logical positivism, The philosophy 
which holds that metaphysical and 
theological propositions are meaning- 
less unless they are empirically veri- 
fiable. 


Material cause. The stuff or matter 
out of which something is made. 


Materialism. The belief that all of 


reality is material, that no spiritual 
entities such as the soul or God exist. 


Metaphysics. The study of being or 


reality. 


Monism. The metaphysical view 
that all reality is one (see pluralism). 


Mysticism. The belief that there are 
states of mind or reality beyond sen- 
sation and reason. 


Natural law. In ethics, the view 
that there are innate or natural moral 
laws known by all men. 


Naturalism, The belief that the uni- 
verse is all there is; everything oper- 
ates by natural law (without mir- 
acles). 


Necessary Being. A Being who 
cannot not exist, whose very essence 
is existence. 


Necessity. That which must be or 
cannot be other than it is. 


Nihilism, The view that there is no 
value or being in the universe. 


Nominalism. The belief that uni- 
versal forms or ideas exist only con- 
ceptually; all that exist in the real 
world are particulars. 


Non-contradiction, law of. A propo- 
sition cannot be both true and false at 
the same time and in the same sense. 


Non sequitur. A conclusion that 
does not follow from the premises. 


Noumena. According to Kant, the 
“thing-in-itself’’ or real world, as 
opposed to the world of appearance 
{see phenomena). 


Objectivism. The belief that there 


are external objects outside mere 
States of consciousness. 


“‘Ockham's razor,’’ See parsimony, 
principle of. 

Ontological argument. The argu- 
ment devised by Anselm for God's 
existence which claims that from our 
idea of God's essence we can con- 
clude God must exist. 


Ontology. The study of being; gen- 
erally synonymous with metaphysics. 


Panentheism. The world view 
which holds that ‘‘all is in God"; 
God is to the world as a soul is to a 
body. 

Pantheism. The world view which 
denies God’s transcendence and iden- 
tifies God with His immanence in the 
universe. 


Parsimony, principle of. The prin- 
ciple of simplicity; one ought not 
multiply explanations or causes un- 
necessarily. Also called **Ockham’s 
razor."’ 

Petitio principii. Begging the ques- 
tion or arguing in a circle. 
Phenomena. According to Kant, 
the world of appearance, as opposed 
to reality (see noumena). 
Phenomenology. A__ philosophical 
movement which attempts to avoid 
all presuppositions and begin with the 
pure data of human consciousness. 


Pluralism. The metaphysical view 


that reality is many (sce monism). 
Polytheism. The belief in many 
gods. 


Positivism. The philosophy which 
repudiates metaphysics and attempts 


only a scientific understanding of the 
world. 

Pragmatism. The philosophy which 
makes practical consequences the 
criterion for truth. 


Proposition, The meaning con- 
veyed by a sentence. Some philos- 
ophers claim that a proposition is 
identical with a sentence. 


Rationalism. The epistemological 
view that stresses reason or rational 
explanations. 


Realism. The philosophy which 
holds that there is a real external 
world which can be known. 


Relativism, The belief that there are 


no absolutes. 


Skepticism. The belief that one 
should doubt or suspend judgment on 
philosophical questions. 


Solipsism. Metaphysically, the doc- 
trine that ‘I alone exist.*’ Epis- 
temologically, the view that one 
knows only himself, nothing more. 


Subjectivism. In ethics, the belief 
that there are no objective, universal 
principles of conduct. 


Substance. According to Aristotle, 
the underlying essence; that in which 
all qualities of a thing inhere. 


Sufficient reason. The principle 
(from Leibniz) that everything must 
have a rational explanation or cause. 


Syllogism. A concise deductive ar- 
gument, usually consisting of two 
premises and a conclusion. 


Syncretism. The reconciliation or 
union of conflicting beliefs. 


Tabula rasa. Literally, **blank 
slate.’ The empirical belief that man 
is born with no innate or inborn 
ideas. 


Tautology. In logic, a statement 
that is true by definition, such as, 
‘‘All triangles have three sides."’ 
Hence, an empty statement which af- 
firms nothing about the real world. 


Teleological argument. The argu- 
ment from the design or purposive- 
ness of the world to the existence of a 
Designer (God). 


Teleology. In ethics, the view 
which stresses the end, result, or con- 
sequences of our actions (see deon- 
tology). 


Theism. The world view that af- 
firms the existence of a personal, in- 
finite Creator of the world, who is 
immanent in the world, unlimited in 
power and in love. 


Transcendent, That which is more 
than our experience or goes beyond 
the world. Theists say God is tran- 
scendent because He is outside of or 
beyond nature (see immanent). 


Universal. The general concept or 
idea of a thing, as opposed to a par- 
ticular instance or example. 


Univocal. Literally, ‘‘of the same 
voice,’* or with the same meaning, as 
opposed to equivocal. 


Utilitarianism. In ethics, the view 
that one should act to bring about the 
greatest good for the greatest number 
of people. 

True or accurate. 
Voluntarism, ethical. The ethical 
view that traces moral principles to 


God's will; something is right because 
God wills it (see essentialism). 
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